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Redefining the Language of Care: 

A Reflection on Wajdi Mouawad’s Dramaturgy of Care and the Possibilities of Theater 
 

Abstract 

Focusing on Wadji Mouawad’s redefinition of care, my dissertation explores the 

Francophone artist’s performances and para-theatrical works, using his pandemic corpus as a 

starting point. Mouawad is a well-established and institutionally recognized figure, a 

polymorphous artist in the process of being canonized. He engages with care in all the spheres 

of his career, revolving around the questions of reparation, solidarity and allyship: reading and 

researching his work teaches us how to feel about care, how to understand our identity, how to 

live with the Other, both in a local context and a global or pandemic one. Care is a term drawing 

on attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness, that emerges in the 

Francophone performance as a restorative mediation of art and ethics in which the invisible, 

the minor and the marginalized are at the core of a symbolic, linguistic and ethical form of care. 

Moving away from the theoretical framework of care ethics established by Carol Gilligan and 

Carol Gilligan and introduced in French by Fabienne Brugère, Mouawad redefines the 

language of care. In this thesis, my goal is to investigate how Mouawad’s diasporic perspective 

challenges standard approaches to care studies and, using his work as a case study, show the 

unique possibilities of theater that complement the existing research in the field – 

connectedness and community, interactivity and civic action, plurality, physicality and 

spatiality – and structure a dramaturgy of care. A case study on which my dissertation pivots, 

the evolution of this artist provides an important insight into the possibilities of theater in our 

socio-political present, within and outside the Francophone borders. 
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Introduction 

 

L’avantage des périodes de terreur est leur puissance révélatrice. […] (S)e 
rassembler autour d’une parole poétique est une condition vitale à notre survie. La 
poésie partagée permet de nous arracher à notre instinct de conservation qui veut 
que l’on cherche d’abord à se sauver soi-même avant de sauver les autres. En cela, 
elle nous permet donc de continuer à faire humanité. […] Au jour le jour, ne prenant 
rien pour acquis, nous inventerons des détours, nous inventerons des prairies et des 
clairières pour se retrouver, spectateurs et artistes et continuer, entêtés, à recoudre 
le lien que la terreur cherche à défaire […] en usant du fil rouge du langage […] 
Passer le fil à travers le chas de l’aiguille, c’est passer la parole du poète à travers 
le cœur de l’acteur. C’est là notre rôle de couturier. Et l’acteur [...] recoud les 
blessures et les silences des spectateurs. Cousant recousant, le théâtre est cette 
immense machine à tisser qui va contre le déchirement de la tribu.1 

 

Titled Le Chas de la parole, this excerpt belongs to the manifesto that the French 

Théâtre National de la Colline issued in September 2020 as the opening of the autumn program. 

This public statement published on the theater website responds to a crisis that has affected the 

entire world, including the world of theater on which the Covid-19 pandemic left a profound 

mark. As a signatory and theater director, Wajdi Mouawad presents a vision of care that 

attempts to reestablish the role of artists in today’s reality and to center the presence of 

language, “la parole poétique” and the performing arts as means of (re)building a community 

undone by fear, a “tribu” “que la terreur cherche à défaire.” Expressions such as “poésie 

partagée” and “faire humanité” give new meanings to the concepts of humanity and community 

and bring out the salient features of Mouawad’s œuvre. Mouawad’s approach to the 

performance of care ethics carves a space for care studies that engages with the field of 

performance studies, thus representing a unique viewpoint on both fields. 

In this thesis, my goal is to investigate how Mouawad’s diasporic perspective 

challenges standard approaches to care studies and, using his work as a case study, show the 

unique possibilities of theater that complement the existing research in the field – 

 
1 “Le Chas de la parole”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/le-chas-de-la-parole 
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connectedness and community, interactivity and civic action, plurality, physicality and 

spatiality – and structure a dramaturgy of care. His performances draw on care through ritual 

or theater as a ritualization of care, pandemic community-building initiatives and concentrated 

diasporic efforts for his country of origin; furthermore, Mouawad engages with care in all the 

spheres of his career which revolves around the question of reparation, solidarity and allyship. 

Mouawad’s artistic strategy to unsilence the present through his performances as part of his 

ethics of care represents an ongoing ritual of unsilencing the past that resides in an attempt at 

symbolic reparation through literature. 

 

Why Wajdi Mouawad? – Redefining diasporic and cultural identity 

I would like to dwell for a moment and briefly introduce the artist on whose work my 

thesis pivots and explain why his performances represent a case study in my research which 

allows me to reflect on the dramaturgy of care and the possibilities of theater in general. 

Born in 1968 in Lebanon, the multi-hyphenate artist Mouawad (playwright, author, 

director and actor) spent his childhood in Lebanon and then moved to France with his family, 

as refugees escaping the civil war taking place in their country of origin. He spent his young 

adulthood in Montreal where he graduated from the National Theatre School of Canada, before 

going back to France where he has been director of the Théâtre National de La Colline since 

2016. Although he is internationally recognized thanks to Denis Villeneuve’s adaptation of 

Mouawad’s play Incendies (2010, film), Mouawad’s most famous works are the plays forming 

the tetralogy Le sang des promesses (Littoral, Incendies, Forêts, Ciels, 1999-2012), as well as 

his plays Une Chienne (2016) and Tous des oiseaux (2018) or his novel Anima (2012). His 

plays have been translated, published and presented in more than twenty languages on five 

continents, either as his own productions or as productions by foreign artists. Benefiting from 

positive reviews and widespread mediatic visibility, he received numerous awards, including 
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the Literary Prize of the Governor General of Canada for Theater in 2000, Molière du meilleur 

auteur francophone in 2005 (which he declined as a form of protest against the indifference of 

theater directors towards contemporary playwrights and their original creations), Chevalier de 

l’Ordre National des Arts et Lettres France in 2006, Officier de l'Ordre du Canada and Grand 

Prix du théâtre de l'Académie française in 2009. Mouawad received the European Drama 

Award (scheduled for September 2020 but postponed to October 2021 due to Covid-19) for his 

outstanding dramatic œuvre that gives prominence to the Other and for his ability to address 

urgent issues regarding identity, heritage, reconciliation and the “vivre ensemble” of 

contemporary communities. 

The above description fails, however, to encapsulate Mouawad’s complex identity 

which should not be confined to simply one country or another. As he puts it, 

Pour moi, le non-advenu est de ne pas pouvoir dire « je suis de 
là » parce qu’entre le Liban, la France et le Québec, je ne peux 
plus nommer un espace géographique. Si je ne peux pas répondre 
à la question « d’où es-tu ? » je peux répondre à la question « où 
es-tu bien ? » : je suis la plupart du temps dans la littérature, c’est 
vraiment le territoire que je fréquente, peu importe où je suis, 
que ce soit dans telle ville ou telle ville, je suis surtout soit en 
train de lire, soit en train d’écrire.2 

 

To summarize a human being, let alone an artist and the persona they may have created in 

public, is a project doomed to fail. Perhaps it would be best to follow the Mouawadian recipe 

for a PhD dissertation that pays homage to a genius in the field of theater, rewrite the 

introduction and adopt Mouawad’s Seuls style3. Hence the following presentation: born in 1968 

in Lebanon (although there is a lack of consensus among researchers concerning numerous 

 
2 “Seuls avec Wajdi Mouawad”, Radio France, 25th March 2013, 
https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceinter/podcasts/regard-rhesus/seuls-avec-wajdi-mouawad-5229789 
3 “Né en 1957, Robert Lepage a été formé au Conservatoire d’art dramatique de Québec. Et c’est à partir de là, 
déjà, que ça commence à chier car, malgré la richesse de mon sujet, je me sens dans l’obligation de m’arrêter 
ici, n’ayant pas trouvé ma conclusion, ce qui, en d’autres termes, mesdames et messieurs, signifie que je suis 
plutôt pogné dans une grosse marde puisque je commence à comprendre qu’il n’existe sans doute pas de 
conclusion à ma thèse, cette hostie de thèse reposant finalement sur une théorie qui est en train de totalement 
crisser le camp, tabarnac !” (Seuls 127) 



 
 
 

4 
 

details from the artist’s personal life), Wajdi Mouawad left his country of origin with his family 

because of the civil war, moved to France and later on to Canada, when the French authorities 

failed to renew their refugee status. Interested in theater, he was trained at the National Theatre 

School of Canada where he started his impressive and prolific career: an overwhelming number 

of performances – written, directed, performed – and published texts, going from theater to 

opera, essays and literature for young audiences, not to mention the number of awards received, 

interviews offered and pages written on his work. And it is from there, already, that my text 

starts to derail because, in spite of the richness of the subject, I may not even have a satisfying 

conclusion, since it may rest on a theory that is totally crumbling. My attempt, falling outside 

of the academic scope, is a mere exercise of style that gives an insight into how Mouawad’s 

artistic approach – daring, moving, caring, intertextual, overwhelming – permeates the pages 

of his work or pushes the time limits of his performances, while also seeping into the space 

carved for connectedness. 

It is almost impossible to separate the identity from the work of such a well-established 

and institutionally recognized figure, a polymorphous artist in the process of being canonized. 

The international dissemination of Mouawad’s plays and performances depends on each local 

geopolitical context. Threatened, the Théâtre Le Monnot in Beirut for instance decided to 

cancel Mouawad's Journée de noces chez les Cromagnons, initially scheduled for spring 20244. 

Furthermore, Mouawad’s play Tous des oiseaux, which maps out the Israeli-Palestinian 

conflict, cannot be performed in certain countries such as Lebanon due to the content that the 

Lebanese artist puts on stage or in Israel because some of the performers in the troupe could be 

in danger for political reasons5. The more experience Mouawad gains, the more public he 

 
4 “Annulation de la création de « Journée de noces chez les Cromagnons » par le Théâtre Le Monnot à 
Beyrouth”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/annulation-de-la-creation-de-journee-de-noces-
chez-les-cromagnons-par-le-theatre-le-monnot-beyrouth 
5 “Interview Wajdi Mouawad : «La langue de réconciliation dans la pièce, c’est l’allemand»”, Liberation, 30th 
November 2017, https://www.liberation.fr/theatre/2017/11/30/wajdi-mouawad-la-langue-de-reconciliation-dans-
la-piece-c-est-l-allemand_1613691/ 
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makes his belonging to the Lebanese heritage: “Plus les années passent et plus je me réclame 

de la nationalité libanaise,”6 a statement that comes with its implicit suggestions of necessary 

unsilencing of the past. 

Resonating his transparent stance, Mouawad’s approach and acknowledgment stand in 

stark contrast to the opacity surrounding the history of the community to which he belongs, 

and which triggered the spark that enabled the artist’s prise de position: 

J’ai voulu à partir de ce moment-là rendre plus transparente cette opacité qui était 
le silence de ma famille. […] des silences qui étaient dus au fait qu’il y avait trop 
de honte, trop d’humiliations dues aux douleurs, aux souffrances vécues par mes 
parents et par la génération de mes parents et qu’il y avait une impossibilité de 
raconter à ma génération ce qui s’était passé.7 

 

At the core of Mouawad’s work is the impossibility of talking about the Lebanese Civil War 

(1975–1990) and the forced displacement and diasporic experience that it triggered. Mouawad 

felt compelled to tell the story that shattered so many generations of Lebanese due to the silence 

surrounding the act of witnessing, which is a technique he uses in his plays as well. By rescuing 

from oblivion those whom History has tried to cast into it, Mouawad proves his ability to 

respond to circumstances, his “response-ability” (Haraway 88) in Donna Haraway’s words. He 

thus pursues an act of remembrance that makes visible the victims of History. 

Nevertheless, this has been a long process for the artist himself who, as we shall see in 

the corpus I analyze, has been haunted by the traumatizing past lived in Lebanon, yet who has 

not been able to put that experience into the right words. 

(Au Québec) Je vivais et écrivais alors en québécois, même si les histoires qui me 
venaient étaient toutes liées au Liban et à la guerre civile. Au cours de ces années 
montréalaises, je ne parvenais pas à nommer, dans les spectacles, le réel. J’usais 
d’improbables détours pour dire les choses. […] Dans Littoral, pour évoquer le 
Liban, j’écrivais là-bas. Pour nommer le Québec, j’écrivais ici. Pour nommer 

 
6 “Wajdi Mouawad : Plus les années passent et plus je me réclame de la nationalité libanaise”, L’Orient Le Jour, 
15th December 2022, https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1321585/wajdi-mouawad-plus-les-annees-passent-
et-plus-je-me-reclame-de-la-nationalite-libanaise.html 
7 “Wajdi Mouawad: Il faut trouver le courage de raconteur”, Radio France, 22nd June 2016, 
https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceculture/podcasts/hors-champs/wajdi-mouawad-il-faut-trouver-le-courage-de-
raconter-5825746 
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l’armée syrienne dans Incendies, j’écrivais l’armée qui a envahi l’est, pour évoquer 
les réfugiés palestiniens, les réfugiés venus de l’autre côté de la frontière et pour 
parler de l’armée israélienne, l’armée qui a envahi le sud. […] nommer le réel 
m’était insupportable […] Puis, de spectacle en spectacle, le réel s’est mis à se 
glisser dans les interstices. Cela a commencé avec Forêts. […] Dans Forêts, même 
s’il y avait beaucoup de fiction, je suis parvenu à nommer le Québec et la France. 
Cela m’a permis de déployer cette notion à travers d’autres spectacles, dans Seuls, 
Sœurs et, enfin, Tous des oiseaux, où il ne s’est pas agi uniquement de nommer les 
lieux, mais d’en venir à la langue des personnages, le spectacle se jouant en anglais, 
en allemand, en hébreu et en arabe. (Mère 4-6) 

 

In this excerpt, Mouawad begins by positioning himself in order to define his identity, while 

reconfiguring the places of his exile and the setting of his plays. Referring to his artistic activity 

in Canada at the time, he explains that he contributed to a migrant theater that became, as Jane 

Moss puts it, a “public forum to portray alterity and métissage, reflect social and cultural 

transformations in Quebec, a post-national site of representation.” (Moss, Immigrant Theater 

77) As a transnational and translingual artist, Mouawad’s work explores the experience of 

forced displacement, the relation with the mother tongue and the language of adoption, the 

language of creation, the feelings of belonging and cultural in-betweenness. 

His approach promoted a new aesthetic of plurality that opens up new perspectives on 

the contemporary world and challenges the audience to rethink notions of cultural identity and 

belonging. A critique of essentialism and fixed identity, his positionality between Quebec and 

Lebanon emphasizes not only his place in the public discourse, but also establishes his alterity, 

his site of enunciation and agency as a post-colonial, transnational subjectivity focusing on 

identity as becoming. Mouawad’s characters deal with identities marked not only by their roots, 

but also by the routes (Hall, Segal and Osborne 34) they had to take in order to become the 

identities presented at that point in the performance. 

This is an idea that resonates with Stuart Hall’s theory on how identity is formed, based 

on the Derridean theory of différance, a model that goes against binary thinking and rethinks 

positionality on a spectrum or continuum. “Cultural identities are the points of identification, 
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the unstable points of identification or suture, which are made, within the discourses of history 

and culture. Not an essence but a positioning.” (Hall in Rutherford 226) According to Hall, 

cultural identity revolves around rupture and discontinuity in the points of identification that 

establish identity. Mouawad’s œuvre is positioned on a Francophone spectrum, as is 

Mouawad’s identity: he proclaims his belonging to Lebanese, Quebecois and French literature. 

As Lise Gauvin has noted: “les littératures francophones ont en commun de se situer tout 

comme leurs écrivains à la croisée des langues.” (Gauvin, L’Écrivain 63) As seen in 

Mouawad’s stance, the characters he creates for the stage are defined by the diasporic 

experience, making them stand out through their diverse, heterogeneous, hybrid, and liminal 

identities marked by alterity. 

In order to better understand Mouawad’s care for diasporic identity, I would like to 

point out how this concept is defined in his artistic work because it helps us understand diaspora 

from the inside and shows the shortcomings of current research on the definitions of diaspora. 

Etymologically, diaspora comes from Greek – διασπορα - and refers to dispersal or the act of 

displacement, focusing on the movement between a place of origin and a place of destination 

and the dynamics established between these two places. Although its archetype is the Jewish 

diaspora, in recent times, it defines dispersion (Dufoix 16) in the broad sense of the term, as 

well as the presence of the dispersed population outside of the homeland, throughout the world. 

What Mouawad’s artistic productions show, apart from the large-scale migration, marginal and 

nostalgia for the homeland, is the complex diasporic experience of the Lebanese identity, 

coping with trauma, going beyond the opposition center – periphery, which the existing 

research on diaspora studies does not account for. 

Largely researched and theorized by Robin Cohen and Stéphane Dufoix, diaspora 

studies revolve around a framework that analyses the relations between the countries of origin 

(which Dufoix refers to as “referent-origin”; Dufoix 3) and the displaced population. 
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Depending on the cause of the displacement, the pattern of migration and the place the 

referenced territory occupies in the imagination of the dispersed population, Cohen identifies 

a diasporic typology including victim diasporas (Jewish, Irish, Palestinian, African and 

Armenian; Cohen 39), labor and imperial diasporas (indentured Indians; Cohen 61), trade and 

business diasporas (Chinese and Lebanese; Cohen 83), deterritorialized cultural diasporas (the 

Caribbean; Cohen 123) and imperial diasporas (British, French, Spanish, Dutch and 

Portuguese; Cohen 160). Analyzing these types of diasporas, Dufoix focuses on various 

diasporic configurations drawing on the displaced population’s belief in a “referent-origin”: 

they distinguish a centroperipheral mode in which a diaspora is dominated by the state; 

enclaved mode of an isolated community; atopic mode in which a diaspora is connected to the 

homeland; or an antagonistic mode which registers conflicts between the displaced population 

and the country of origin. 

Although historically a prosperous trade diaspora based on the commerce of Phoenician 

merchants and laborers with neighboring communities in the Middle East and Europe, by the 

end of the 19th century, the Lebanese economy had taken a negative turn which led to an intense 

back-and-forth emigration and, during the Lebanese civil war (1975–1990), a large-scale exile 

and forced displacement. However, according to Cohen, what draws the Lebanese diaspora 

back to the country of origin is “the extraordinary hold the imagined homeland has over the 

diaspora, despite bitter inter-ethnic conflict, civil war, Syrian dominance and Israeli invasions, 

the latest in 2006.”(Cohen 94) Mentioning diasporic Lebanese symbols such as cedars, cuisine 

and art which could be seen in Mouawad’s performances as well, he puts forth the idea that the 

political interventions in the Middle East together with the cultural nostalgia of the diaspora 

have constantly reactivated its concern for the country of origin, which prevented the 

destruction of the Lebanese identity. The label “diaspora” in the public discourse triggers 

tension between what is perceived as minority versus national culture, both in terms of host 
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culture and culture of origin, which is a distinction Martine Hovanessian has addressed in her 

research (Hovanessian 72-73). It is rather Stuart Hall’s understanding of diaspora that I find 

most relevant here: 

The diaspora experience as I intend it here is defined, not by essence or purity, but 
by the recognition of a necessary heterogeneity and diversity; by a conception of 
‘identity’ which lives with and through, not despite, difference; by hybridity. 
Diaspora identities are those which are constantly producing and reproducing 
themselves anew, through transformation and difference. (Hall in Rutherford 235) 

 

Hall’s definition of diaspora, which resonates with Mouawad’s approach, differs from the 

research conducted by Cohen and Dufoix as it points out the lived experience of difference: a 

diasporic identity relies on becoming the Other and recognizing one’s alterity. Mouawad’s 

characters understand the diaspora from the inside. For Mouawad, the diaspora is not a fixed 

connection to the place of origin, it is the constant repositioning of identity and the specific 

histories inscribed on the identities of the transnational subjectivities. Being able to name 

places and stage them, not only through set design, but also the universe the characters inhabit 

and their language, the artist expresses care for alterity and reclaims his identity as a diasporic, 

transnational and mature artist that has a legacy to offer to the Francophone and migrant theater. 

 

Why think with Mouawad about care? 

In this intricate context of the Lebanese diaspora, care ethics seems to be particularly 

relevant as it translates into an important moment in the world of Francophone and Lebanese 

performance, on the one hand, and in the Lebanese diasporic community after the 2020 

explosions in Beirut, on the other hand. Crossing the French-speaking world’s borders, 

Mouawad’s artivism (Hunter 12), a type of hybrid practice in which an artist tries to enact 

solidarity through his work, can be seen as fueled by care ethics. His performances – which my 

research focuses on as a case study – give us an insight into what a dramaturgy of care can 

entail and what theater, compared to other literary genres, has to offer to care.  
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Nowadays, the term “care”8 as a noun is generally understood as “concern”, “personal 

interest”, “carefulness”, “medical attention”, “protection”, while the verb revolves around 

“looking after”, “tending to”. Although the connotations of the term have changed in time, 

etymologically care9 in Old English revolved around not only “solicitude”, but also 

“suffering”, “utterance of sorrow”, “mourning”, “lamentation”, “grief”, “anxiety” or “burdened 

state of mind”. The “care” that interests me is the plurality of nuances that have been lost 

perhaps in modern English and that are elusive to the French language, escaping translation. 

The “care” that I choose to explore in my work is the notion for which the existing research on 

care ethics has not defined, but which I consider nonetheless fundamental in order to 

understand the world we live in. 

As I mentioned previously, I focus on Mouawad’s work as a case study for the vast 

possibilities of theatre as it reflects the lived, embodied and shared experience; theater fills in 

the gaps that history, theory and public records fail to register. A dramaturgy of care needs a 

language of care, either verbal (as reflected in the script or textual version of the play) or non-

verbal (the theatrical elements that contribute to the visual, aural and sensory dimension of the 

performance). 

The performances my thesis analyzes use their own Mouawadian dictionary as they 

redefine “care” as a deliberate interest in several elements I will explore in the following 

chapters: for instance, care as a constant preoccupation with making humanity; care an 

inclusive space of storytelling; care as an interest in co-creation; care as a concern for 

translation and de-translation; care as an attention to code switching between languages, 

registers and idiolects, as well as reinventing language and “langagement”; care as an attention 

to readership, audience and accessibility; care as an empowering decolonization and systematic 

 
8 Thesaurus Dictionary, care, https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/care 
9 Oxford English Dictionary, care, 
https://www.oed.com/search/advanced/Meanings?scope=HistoricalThesaurus&q=care 
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undoing of colonial paradigms; care as a constant recalibration of positionality; care as acts of 

resistance; care as a conscious choice to incite to action; care as an exploration of trauma and 

finding the words to express a traumatic experience; care as identity, memory, heritage and 

legacy; care as preserving personal and collective memories; care as an interest in truth, 

representation and rewriting history; care as an attention to otherness and alterity; care as an 

attempt to create community; care as transmission and filiation; care as a duty towards the 

family; care as a conflicting gesture of oblivion and forgetting in order to heal; care as 

connectedness and relatedness; care as generational métissage; care as dialogue and mediation 

aiming to build collective resilience; care as a reflection on the space we occupy; care as a 

permanent negotiation of hospitality; care as sacrifice; care as a ritualistic function of 

mourning; care as palliative care; care as self-care; care as a coping mechanism and dealing 

with radical gestures of self-harm; care as the grey zone of exile which encompasses both self-

care and self-harm; care as an endless questioning revolving the co-existence of self-care and 

collective care; care as sorrow and preoccupation with the ailing world we inherited, the 

damaged world we live in and the flawed world we pass on to the next generations.  

The “care” that the corpus I analyze delves into is far from being perfect: staging care 

highlights the plurality of nuances it can take, as well as the numerous ways in which it also 

fails. In my thesis, I will constantly highlight the multiplicity of these etymological nuances 

and step outside of the theoretical framework I will outline below, as these are concerns that 

permeate Mouawad’s œuvre, especially when it comes to addressing the sorrow, anxiety and 

trauma engendered by war, forced displacement and exile. In the chapters that follow I will 

constantly refer to this glossary as its notions create an intertwining network of meaning which 

helps us, readers or audience members, better understand “care”. If the theoretical framework 

of care ethics can teach us how to think, then the Mouawadian attempt at a dramaturgy of care 
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teaches us how to feel and, through its para-theatrical initiatives, extracts us from a passive role 

and prompts us to take action and make humanity. 

 

How does the theoretical framework define the ethics of care and which concepts help us 

understand it? 

Either seen as concern for others (“souci des autres”), vulnerability (“vulnérabilité”) or 

solicitude (“solicitude”, “soin”), the Anglophone notion of care, coined by Carol Gilligan in 

In a Different Voice (1982) and developed in its political dimension by Joan Tronto in Moral 

Boundaries (1993), is a term that emerges in Francophone performance as a restorative 

mediation of art and ethics in which the invisible, the minor and the marginalized are at the 

core of a symbolic, linguistic and ethical form of care. 

Critically reflecting on practices of care ethics that emerge from and relate to the field 

of performance, Mouawad’s performative work participates in civic engagement through the 

artist’s own aesthetic response. Stemming from the necessity to take a diasporic stance, the 

imperative of historic reparation or the responsibility he assumes to have as an artist, 

Mouawad’s work is grounded in care ethics, one that relies on the exploration of the tension 

produced by care and indifference. It is a broader understanding of care ethics branching out 

as moral and political theory, anchored in its concern for the Other. However, his approach of 

diasporic care uniquely takes into account the Other’s multiplicity as both care giver and 

receiver, and as a gendered minority. He is also concerned with the non-human dimensions of 

life. His approach resonates with Joan Tronto’s broad definition of care ethics as a set of 

practices aiming to repair and maintain an ethically improved world, denouncing structural 

inequalities based on ethnicity and gender or that undermine the agency and ability of the 

disadvantaged to respond to circumstances. 
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Care ethics, in Tronto’s view, depends on caring about, giving and receiving care, as 

well as taking care of. Thus, the pillars of care ethics are attentiveness, competence, 

responsiveness and responsibility, according to her theory. Mouawad’s œuvre, from his early 

work to his recent artistic productions during the Covid-19 pandemic, draws on these concepts 

given the artist’s attentiveness and awareness of global and local issues and needs, sense of 

responsibility and willingness to care for and address the needs in questions. Worth mentioning 

is the fact that, although care ethics has played an important role since his early works, his 

status has changed, which highlights the ambiguous position Mouawad’s theater / Theater is in 

as an agent and object of care. Since 2016 he has been the representative of a public cultural 

institution – the Théâtre de La Colline – that has a certain responsibility towards the audience 

and should meet high standards of competence and responsiveness to recognize the need for 

care and provide care to its artists and audience. Raising political, economic and human 

resources questions, managing a cultural institution like the Théâtre de La Colline challenges 

the notion of care, giving way to care ethics in the social sector. 

Referring to the contamination of the political with the social (Tronto, Moral 

Boundaries 183), the research Tronto conducted excludes the arts sector from the sphere of 

care ethics, which is rooted in what Marjolaine Deschênes names a disillusioned culture 

(“culture désenchantée”; Deschênes 89). Her work criticizes the existing research on care ethics 

and delves into the discourse on care ethics which should focus on “l’herméneutique du soi et 

l’imagination poétique, artistique” (Deschênes 98), which is central to Mouawad’s project 

since it revolves around identity but through a strong aesthetic approach. His work complies 

with the tendency noticed by Amelia DeFalco in Canadian literary productions that revolve 

around a morality of care and “expose the burdens and risks of caregiving, the many ways that 

ethical responsibility can draw attention to gendered, racial, and class-based marginalization” 

(DeFalco 8). 
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Mouawad’s care stems from the sense of justice that artists have the potential to restore 

through their productions. In their research on care ethics seen in its philosophical dimension, 

Michael Slote and Martha Nussbaum (Nussbaum 302) investigate the concept of empathetic 

care which establishes that empathy is a prerequisite for care, while a demand for justice 

originates in empathy as well. There are various forms of care, be they private, social or global. 

For Mouawad, care is envisaged as a mediation and a dialogue that aims to build collective 

resilience and thus goes beyond the personal sphere of intimate gestures of support and 

affection and the practical rituals and routines of care. As Tronto underlines, “Care also 

involves the larger structural questions of thinking about which institutions, people, and 

practices should be used to accomplish concrete and real caring tasks.” (Tronto, Caring 

Democracy 139) Mouawad’s para-theatrical and institutional initiatives care for, about and 

with the youth and he, as an established artist, sees his role not as a public figure in a position 

of transmission of knowledge to the teenagers, but as conducive to experimentation (Colpé 32) 

that allows the emancipation of the youth for whom and with whom these initiatives are 

designed. Highlighting his commitment, Mouawad’s work, either cultural mediation initiatives 

or performances, is anchored in attentiveness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness, as 

well as a deep sense of connectedness or relatedness. 

The foregrounding studies in the field of feminist care ethics have analyzed relatedness, 

leading to a generalized perspective on the gendered experience. Gilligan’s Joining the 

Resistance (2011) tries to counteract the interpretation of her research as seen from a patriarchal 

perspective, while Tronto gives it a social and political dimension, expanding the perspective 

beyond interpersonal relationships all the way to how society is structured, regardless of 

differentialist or anti-difference feminisms. Tronto criticizes Gilligan's work as it associates 

care with the feminine which contributes “to maintain the position of the relatively privileged.” 

(Tronto, Moral Boundaries 96) However, these studies that attempt to elaborate a feminist care 
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ethics lead to what Fabienne Brugère has called indistinctive voices of women (Brugère, 

L'éthique du « care » 16): they do not account for a plurality of female perspectives, experiences 

and backgrounds, are indifferent to racial and colonial issues, which is an aspect that my thesis 

tries to address as it has not been given the attention it deserves. As DeFalco stresses, “care 

[…] should not be gendered. Men and women are equally dependent on care for survival and, 

therefore, equally obliged to provide care for others.” (DeFalco 16); however, as Mouawad’s 

work shows, the experience of care in real life is far from its abstract version in theory. Unlike 

theoretical frameworks which tend to show care in black and white, the corpus my thesis 

analyzes proves the multiplicity of nuances care has. In other words, care is not perfect; it 

constantly fails, and I use Mouawad’s work to explore not only its idealized dimension, but 

also its failures which stem from the cultural and historical contexts the Mouawadian corpus 

illustrates. 

As Françoise Vergès’s anti-Eurocentric perspective on feminism highlights, 

civilizational feminism which leans on classism, gender and racist domination, stands in sharp 

contrast with decolonial feminism which works on destabilizing it, along with capitalism and 

imperialism (Vergès 5): “Decolonial feminism leads to de-patriarchalizing revolutionary 

struggles. In other words, feminisms with decolonial politics contribute to the struggle, 

undertaken for centuries by part of humanity, to assert its right to existence.” (Vergès 10) 

Exploring cultural productions created by artists with diverse backgrounds rooted in liminality 

such as Wajdi Mouawad allows for a nuanced interpretation of care ethics, especially as it 

acknowledges a plurality of alterity seen not only as gender in a familial context, but also as 

more-than-human taken in a global context. 
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In a post-colonial world under the dominance of the Anthropocene10, Mouawad 

articulates the relationship between humanity and animality, moves from its objectification to 

agency, and rethinks the relation between animals, care ethics and repairing the world11. His 

work provides essential insights into ecopoetic and zoopoetic approaches: coined by Derrida, 

zoopoetics focuses on animal subjectivity, while ecopoetics studies the dynamics between 

various dimensions of the living world (Driscoll and Hoffmann 1-13). The representation of 

the more-than-human in theater cannot free itself from the “human gaze”, despite its alterity 

and subjectivity. The ethic of vulnerability is one of the defining features of the ethic of care 

and, being common to all living beings, it should “être placée au cœur du social et des décisions 

collectives” (Snauwaert, Dépression et affection 59); thus, staging humanimality12 is a strategy 

that allows a mediation of care ethics towards the oppressed and the powerless; it informs the 

“langage créateur” (Simon 22) that defines humanity, rethinks dynamics of sociability 

(vulnerability, objectification, submission, care and empowerment) within a collective 

existence that make our living-together comprehensible and enables alternative ecologies of 

response-ability and care. 

Although the association of hospitality and ethics of care has been criticized for 

removing the political from the ethical in interpersonal of interpersonal relations (Bourgault 

25), Maïté Snauwaert legitimizes such connection and puts forward the idea that “Une pensée 

du care articulée à l’hospitalité permet de concevoir que c’est dans cet espace du retrait que se 

conçoit le politique – non la politique – c’est-à-dire la sphère des engagements” (Snauwaert, 

 
10 I interpret the Anthropocene as a time that bears witness to the damaging human impacts such as the war on 
the Earth’s ecosystem. 
11 See Gefen. Réparer le monde and Pelluchon. Réparons le monde. 
12 Throughout my dissertation, I interpret this concept, thanks to Virginie Green’s work on this topic, as the 
space between the human and the animal, in which the limits of identity are constantly negotiated. I also make 
reference to the non-human and the more-than-human as these terms reflect a post-anthropocentric care, 
attention and self-awareness that decentralizes the human, questioning the place it occupies in the world and the 
characteristics of humanity. My understanding of these notions has also been informed by Kalpana Rahita 
Seshadri’s humAnimal, seen as a politicised space dominated by the silence imposed by racism. 
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Vies vulnérables 11). In his performances, Mouawad explores the Derridean concept of 

hospitality, highlighting the tension between the ethical act and the political critique it draws 

on, as well as the necessity of a space of dialogue. 

The close relation between the particular and the collective, as well as among various 

types of alterities – the marginal, gender, the humanimal - recalls Sara Ahmed’s stance on an 

ethics of touch and especially collective dynamics, seen as a process of touching and proximity 

to the others which creates a collective “we”: “It is a ‘we’ that can be embraced only through 

a willingness to struggle with and for others who are faced in the present, a facing that is 

indebted to a past that cannot be left behind, as well as an openness to the future, as the promise 

and hope of what we might yet become” (Ahmed, This other 570) However, while for Ahmed 

the ethics of touch involves direct communication which allows the unspeakable to be sliced 

open and discussed (Ahmed, This other 564), for Mouawad the ethics of care in performance 

relies on empathy and an aesthetic mediation through poetry, silence, absence. However, going 

beyond empathy, his para-theatrical initiatives, such as the projects he created during the 

pandemic and those devised for the youth, are an invitation to reflection, open dialogue and 

action. 

Mouawad’s own approach of care as a purposeful willingness to respond to trauma, 

oppression and injustice, resonates with Ahmed’s concept of “Willfulness” (“When we are 

willing to get in the way, we are willful […] Willfulness: the acquisition of a voice as a refusal 

to be beaten. […] not being willing to be owned.”; Ahmed, Living a Feminist Life 66-74), a 

determination that is inherited and passed on through theater. Mouawad’s work challenges 

existing ways of theorizing care ethics and refuses to consider it as a general and generalizable 

condition of the world. His performances claim a diasporic ethics of care that encompasses 

marginal, gendered, eco- and zoopoetic alterity, while addressing universal questions of 
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identity through a revitalized writing of myths and a process of giving visibility to the 

oppressed. 

Mouawad’s strategy to rewrite mythical narratives, despite the impossibility of the task, 

to fill in the gaps that historical archives cannot cover and address the lack of representation 

and the violence systemically inflicted on the oppressed communities resonates with the 

Saidiya Hartman's “critical fabulation” (Hartman 11). Her theory revolves around the critical 

reading of the archival research which can fill in the gaps left in the public and historic record 

by means of fictional narrative: although it cannot give voice to the oppressed, it attempts to 

imagine an experience that can no longer be recovered despite the existing archives. Mouawad 

includes elements of documentary theater in his performances, but his esthetic response targets 

precisely what archives fail to do: it provides an important insight into the possibilities of 

theater in our socio-political present, within and as well as outside the Francophone borders, 

through his care for identity and the Other, seen in its plurality. 

 

Why is Mouawad’s corpus relevant? 

Mouawad’s œuvre represents a large body of work worth reading, seeing and 

researching. However, the corpus I analyze focuses specifically on the aspects that dominated 

the artist’s activity during the pandemic and post-pandemic period. Thus, I analyze care ethics 

and concepts that are inherently tied to it in Mouawad’s vision, such as identity, diaspora, 

alterity, the feminine and humanimality. Therefore, it delves into how care ethics irrupted from 

some of the earliest plays Mouawad wrote at the beginning of his career in Canada, all the way 

to the tetralogy that has earned him an international reputation, going to the most recent projects 

that deal not only with theater, but also the para-theatrical. Le Journal de confinement and Seuls 

focus on the diasporic voice in confinement and ethics of care in Mouawad’s pandemic 

performances; Pacamambo, Alphonse and Un obus dans le cœur explore the artist’s strategy 
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of caring for, about and with young audiences; Mère and Sœurs draw on care for alterity as a 

feminine experience, which is an aspect that has not been analyzed in the current scholarship; 

the Beirut Festival performance, Une chienne and Tous des oiseaux redefine humanimal care 

and response-ability; finally, the tetralogy that established his name in the Francophone theater, 

Le Sang des promesses (Littoral, Incendies, Forêts, Ciels), which focuses on collective identity, 

quest for origins and the spatiality in which care is negotiated and redefined. 

Given Mouawad’s status since he became director of the Théâtre National de la Colline, 

the artist’s approach of care ethics is reflected in the institution’s stance on social, cultural and 

public issues, seen in La Colline’s Manifestes and Mouawad’s responses published on the 

theater’s website from 2016 onwards (Manifeste 2018/2017 : Ode à l'ennemi on alterity and 

community; Manifeste 2019 : La parti du coupable on the power of theater; Manifeste 2020 : 

Pour l'ombre on resistance, resilience and truth; Manifeste 2020 : Le fil d'Ariane on fighting 

against the uncertainty caused by the pandemic, as well as the presence of the theater in the 

world; Manifeste Mai 2021 : Fasciite Nécrosante on the movement “rouvrir la culture”, 

“occupation des théâtres” and Middle Eastern conflicts; 19 octobre 2021 on the controversy 

concerning Bertrand Cantat and Jean-Pierre Baro in La Colline’s program, given its echoes of 

domestic violence, feminicide, justice and freedom). The institution’s approach to care ethics 

under Mouawad’s direction is also reflected through its community building initiatives such as 

various transversal projects allowing social, generational and geographical mix of participants, 

including Chantiers éducatifs, Formations et métiers : les futurs professionnels du champ 

social or the agreement Territoire et transmission, as well as Les poissons pilotes de La Colline 

(1st lockdown: Journal de confinement de Wajdi Mouawad, Au creux de l’oreille, Un dialogue 

imaginaire en 57 jours, Lettres persanes de Montesquieu); Le fil d'Ariane (2nd lockdown: 

Bouche-à-oreille, Papiers brodés, Cadavre exquis, L’autre à l’horizon, Poésie en boîtes, La 

Parole nochère, expérience poétique autour de la mémoire des disparus). 
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Apart from its artivism, Mouawad’s œuvre has constantly analyzed and reflected the 

emergence of the past in everyday life, myths and collective memory. His work engages not 

only with how History shapes identity, but also with the ways in which identity, trauma and 

spectrality intersect and constantly resurface in diasporic œuvre. There is an urgent need to 

challenge the audience’s ideas about current cultural and socio-political contexts that has to be 

addressed. It also questions the ever-evolving role of artists who can intervene artistically, but 

also socially, in debates concerning such contexts. 

 

What are the stakes of care ethics? 

The Specter 

The specter of the Lebanese past, as well as the more recent Covid-19 pandemic, 

dominates Mouawad’s productions which become hauntological performances, to use 

Derridean terminology. In French, the pronunciation “hauntology”/“ontology” would be 

identical phonetically. In Spectres de Marx (1993), where the term first appeared, Jacques 

Derrida argues that as Marxism would haunt society from beyond the grave, “hauntology” 

haunts ontology, replacing the existence and essence of beings with the metaphor of the spirit 

or spectrum (neither dead, nor alive, nor present, nor absent). Thinking through Derrida’s 

perspective, in Mouawad’s hauntological performances the present is constantly inhabited by 

the specters of the traumatic past. For a diasporic artist whose work is deeply embedded in the 

realities of the Middle East, spectrality is seen through the lens of embodied memory. It is a 

mark of traumatic experiences that are evoked and reenacted through performance and that 

equally mark the performative body and the artistic corpus being performed. 

Memory 

Rooted in care ethics, Mouawad’s preoccupation with memory and the challenge of 

reparation is invested in the practice of “encouraging the continuing processes of memory 
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rather than recording and fixing memories in the past.” (Hitchcott 50) Defined as an “obligation 

morale de témoigner, individuellement ou collectivement, d'événements dont la connaissance 

et la transmission sont jugées nécessaires pour tirer les leçons du passé”13, the duty of memory 

has entered the public discourse in France after the Second World War. The first historian to 

use “devoir de mémoire” and who coined the concept of “realms of memory” in Les Lieux de 

mémoire (1984; Realms of Memory, 1996), Pierre Nora put forth the idea that, while history 

gets attached to events, memory connects to sites: “Moment historique que celui d’une telle 

explosion de la conscience historique qui fait de chacun l’historien de soi, qui nous soumet tous 

au devoir de mémoire.” (Nora 171) For Nora, sites of memory have symbolic value in the 

heritage of the community. They serve to push against oblivion, encourage the willingness to 

remember and, without them, history would not have the affective charge of memory. 

Mouawad repeatedly reinforces his cultural ties with the homeland, its history and 

places of ancestral memories mediated by language: “J’ai grandi dans ce paradoxe: 

francophone par ma mère et arabophone par mon père. Enfant, j’ai été très marqué par l’arabe 

de la rue […] J’ai gardé ce rapport charnel avec la langue arabe et avec le territoire.” (Mouawad 

in Sarthou-Lajus 94) Even in his previous publications such as Faire de l’histoire (1974), Nora 

noticed that although memory is a recent historical problem, it is ours, hinting at a collective 

memory and the reconstruction of identity by reclaiming memory. In Mouawad’s case, it is 

collective as it revolves around not only the local community, but also the Lebanese diaspora. 

This moral imperative has prompted Paul Ricœur to support an imperative of justice 

(“To say: you will remember, is also to say: you will not forget.”; Ricoeur 87). For Hannah 

Arendt, who focused on human rights and restoring humanity and dignity to the victims, the 

act of remembering is intricately linked to thinking (“The interrelationship of thinking and 

memory consists therein that all thinking is actually a thinking-along things”; Arendt 680), 

 
13 Larousse Dictionary, mémoire, https://www.larousse.fr/dictionnaires/francais/m%C3%A9moire/50401 
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while Theodor Adorno maintains that a duty of memory is necessary “so that Auschwitz never 

repeats itself, so that nothing similar ever happen again.” (Adorno 358) Their intervention 

highlights that oppression does not seek only to kill the victims, but by eliminating them 

physically and surrounding the abuse and crime with silence, to erase all the traces proving 

their existence. Therefore, apart from drawing on the obligation to recall traumatic events, the 

duty of memory focuses on the reparation of the world, rewriting narratives and restoring 

humanity and dignity to the victims. 

Focusing on the embodied memories that refuse to forget, Mouawad’s aesthetic 

response draws on the artist’s care ethics and preoccupation with how memory is mapped out 

in the world throughout history. Charles Forsdick’s argues that “although memorial 

maneuvering brings historical events to public attention, it often denies the complexity of those 

events, as well as the multidirectional memories on which their contemporary persistence 

depends.” (Forsdick 2) Therefore, Mouawad’s artistic approach emerges as a restorative 

mediation of theater and ethics in which the spectral, the marginalized and the Other are at the 

core of a symbolic, linguistic and ethical form of care. Exploring post-memory, forgiveness, 

oblivion, as well as the impossibility to forget, Mouawad’s artistic strategy is ambitious as it 

tries to promote and include a diversity of memories, overlapping selves and identities, and as 

such, advocate for a plurality of narratives. 

Although Mouawad is driven by a “devoir de mémoire”, the case of Lebanon makes 

remembrance an almost impossible task because it is a country where the trauma of war is still 

very much present in the lives of the Lebanese and the Lebanese diaspora. It constantly echoes 

bits and pieces of memory that haunt their present, making healing a long-sought outcome. 

This resonates more specifically with the idea that closure in the case of trauma is always 

lacking: “Resolution of the trauma is never final; recovery is never complete. The impact of a 

traumatic event continues to reverberate throughout the survivor’s lifecycle.” (Herman 211) 
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First of all, recovery is a particular case in the Lebanese context as, according to Mouawad, 

“Le Liban est dans l’incapacité de raconter son histoire car aucun travail de responsabilité n’a 

été réellement fait.” (Mouawad, Archambault and Baudriller 19) Second, trauma led to a 

fragmentation of memory which triggers the risk of having only individual memories that 

create a univocal narrative. In the Lebanese context, although promoted as self-care by several 

Mouawadian characters, oblivion is tightly related to self-silencing: “On oublie l’inhumanité 

d’un monde silencieux.” (Lévinas 69) Focusing on the transmission of trauma by its bearers - 

victims, witnesses and survivors - to the younger generations who inherit an untold history 

dominated by silence or a fragmented history, Marianne Hirsch's “post-memory”14 highlights 

the fractures in memorial transmission which Mouawad explores in his performances. 

Symbolic of the Mouawadian characters’ inability to separate from ancestral trauma, 

the staging of post-memory disorients the audience displacing the audience to the places of 

memory, “toward the playwright’s native country, toward the psychic space of memory, or 

toward the site of myth.” (Moss, Multiculturalism 77) In Mouawad’s case, his work denounces 

the aftermath of the Civil War and the post-colonial condition, as well as transnational, exilic 

and diasporic experiences, reflecting a collective claim to reparation. As Lionnet emphasizes: 

What does it mean for an individual, for a nation, to suffer injury and to denounce 
the political and psychological consequences of that damage in a way that focuses 
us on the need for retaliation and all the attendant public claims of retribution and 
reparation?[...] Put another way, claims of collective injury are grounded in the 
definition of a “we” that is pitted against a “them” whose identity thus becomes 
firmly delineated in opposition to our own, our group or our nation […] The 
distinction between “us” and “them” is not an easy one to make for this 
“trans/national” citizen. (Lionnet 321) 

 

This dichotomy “us” vs. “them” is a conflictual situation numerous transnational Mouawadian 

characters find themselves confronted with. The exilic and diasporic experiences are marked 

by such a tremendous psychological damage that resonates with the collective trauma that the 

 
14 See Hirsch, The Generation of Postmemory. 
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community lived through. While in most of the performances, such as Mère, Incendies or 

Littoral, the plot revolves around the traumatic memories of the Lebanese community escaping 

the civil war, performances such as Tous des oiseaux, Sœurs or Forêts address the unspeakable 

of the Israeli-Palestinian war, the discrimination of the Manitoban French-speakers, the École 

Polytechnique feminicide or the Holocaust – all communities that suffered collective hardship, 

devastation or genocide. 

Aware of the plurality of traumatic experiences various communities experienced in 

places Mouawad also lived, the artist centers his care ethics approach on the oppressed, their 

unresolved grief and their transgenerational transmission of trauma, through a process of 

unsilencing. 

The troubling question of what to do with one’s unresolved grief in the face of un-
articulable grievances will however continue to haunt our understanding of the 
conflicted sites of personal and cultural trauma, and the emotional force that can 
ultimately translate our grief into rage. (Lionnet 324) 

 

Although the context to which Lionnet refers is different, this understanding of unresolved 

grief resonates with Mouawad’s writing as he is confronted not only personally, but also 

artistically, with injustice. It haunts his writing and generates spectral performances: 

Mais la colère dont je parle est plus profonde, car je ne me situe pas uniquement 
sur un plan personnel, social et politique. Je me sens dépositaire d’une ancienne 
colère qui précède et dépasse celle de ma génération ; l’écriture est un lieu de rappel 
de cette colère. Pas un lieu pour la régler ou pour la guérir, mais un lieu pour la 
rappeler. Rappelez-vous qu’il y a des gens qui sont en colère et ils ont des raisons 
de l’être, car des injustices profondes ont été commises et elles pèsent sur plusieurs 
générations. Des injustices ont eu lieu et cela n’a pas été dit. (Mouawad in Sarthou-
Lajus 98) 

 

Mouawad’s duty of memory relies on his principle that he is a bearer, a guardian and a 

repository of inherited trauma expressed through rage, weighing down on several generations. 

As the artist emphasizes, writing is a coping mechanism, but most importantly it is a tool for 
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remembrance, not a cure nor a remedy, yet a powerful strategy that employs art under the 

imperative of justice. 

Potential reparation through theater 

There is no community without bonds and transmission, and I consider that this desire to 

create connections has at its core the desire to find a remedy for today's social problems. The 

journalist Christine Ockrent, expert in Foreign Affairs programs on France Culture, who 

interpreted her own character in Mère, admits that, given the current distressing situation in the 

Middle East, we are dealing with “les mêmes maladies et les mêmes responsables de ces 

maladies”15, a true continuity between the 80s and today’s context. How can we treat the 

symptom, historical amnesia, if we cannot remedy the cause, that is to say the consequences of 

a violent past which continues into an even more bloodthirsty present? In Critique et Clinique, 

Gilles Deleuze puts forward the idea that the writer is rather the doctor, the healer: 

Aussi l’écrivain comme tel n’est-il pas malade, mais plutôt médecin, médecin de 
soi-même et du monde. Le monde est l’ensemble des symptômes dont la maladie 
se confond avec l’homme. La littérature apparaît alors comme une entreprise de 
santé : non pas que l’écrivain ait forcément une grande santé, mais il jouit d’une 
irrésistible petite santé qui vient de ce qu’il a vu et entendu des choses trop grandes 
pour lui, trop fortes pour lui, irrespirables, dont le passage l’épuise, en lui donnant 
pourtant des devenirs qu’une grosse santé dominante rendrait impossibles. De ce 
qu’il a vu et entendu, l’écrivain revient les yeux rouges, les tympans percés. 
(Deleuze 14) 

 

As Deleuze underlines, the “but ultime de la littérature, dégager dans le délire cette création 

d’une santé, ou cette invention d’un peuple, c’est-à-dire une possibilité de vie. Écrire pour ce 

peuple qui manque... (« pour » signifie moins « à la place de » que « à l’intention de ».” 

(Deleuze 15) By means of a care ethics and the duty of memory, Mouawad tries to show his 

 
15 “L’aventure « inattendue » de Christine Ockrent sur scène avec Wajdi Mouawad”, L’Orient Le Jour, 30th 
December 2021, https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1286144/laventure-inattendue-de-christine-ockrent-sur-
scene-avec-wajdi-mouawad.html 
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audience the possibility of life being shared with the Other, which is one of the challenges of 

our generation. 

In Réparer le monde, Alexandre Geffen analyses the possibility of reparation through 

art: acknowledging the impact of care ethics on current research, he highlights the culture of 

trauma, empathy and the quest for visibility and representation, but also illness as a means to 

creation and the arts as mediation and therapy. Suggesting that literature could be seen as a 

band-aid trying to heal the deepest wounds, he puts forward the idea that literature, “un 

tombeau scriptural […] un dispositive supplétif de collecte mémorielle” (Gefen 237-239), can 

correct memorial injustice by unsilencing subjectivities. According to him, literature turns 

History into a “discours à redresser par des narrations complémentaires et correctrices” (Gefen 

235) and as such literary reparation contributes to a collective duty of memory. His conclusion 

is that the purpose of literature is not to repair, but to rewrite narratives and unsilence the past, 

“non à pardoner, mais au contraire à ouvrir les plaies pour rendre justice” (Gefen 225). 

Mouawad’s performances, which belong to an embodied practice, expose the wounds of 

history as well as the bodies of the actors-characters, place them in the scenic space and rethink 

their positionalities. 

“Places belong to our bodies and our bodies belong to these places.” (Tilley 9) Tilley’s 

notion that the bodies are tied to their context can be taken a step forward, shifting the focus 

on the diasporic performer who is embodying the local community while giving it a voice on 

an international Francophone stage, on top of the multi-ethnic and multicultural cast his 

performances showcase. This is an aspect that Mouawad has found a necessary part of the 

conversation the artistic and diasporic communities need to engage with given the never-ending 

situations affecting the Francophone world. 
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Positioning and liminality 

Envisaging care for others and the tension it triggers with self-care in the world of 

theater, the artist is rethinking care ethics in his work which deems to stay away from 

indifference in the face of adversity, representing diversity, difference and otherness, especially 

seen through the lens of diaspora, gender and animal studies. In his performances focusing on 

otherness, Mouawad’s makes proof of his “langagement”, conceptualized by Lise Gauvin as 

cultural engagement mediated by language16. Moving constantly through several languages, 

variations of French and registers, he creates numerous characters whose identities are in-

between, positioned in liminal and heterotopic spaces, “contre-espaces” which Michel Foucault 

calls “utopies localisées” (Foucault 24) lacking place, history or chronology. Researched by 

Victor Turner in the field of anthropology and folklore the limen was theorized as a threshold 

in the context of rites of passage17: crossing the limen meant stepping into a transitional, in-

between state, a stage which allows the transformation and reconfiguration of the self within 

the community. 

Further explored by Ileana Dieguez, the concept of liminality18 provides a valuable 

insight into Mouawad’s work, especially as his institutional status represents a challenge to the 

liminal position the artist may inhabit. According to Diéguez, liminality is associated with a 

breach triggered by crisis and the liminal is a space of transformation and encounter, highly 

central in Mouawad’s projects. Liminality is above all a situation of existence on the margin, 

on the edge (according to the etymology of limen), which can facilitate change thanks to its 

transformative thresholds. Diéguez refers to Victor Turner who has studied the social 

characteristics of the liminality of the Ndembu ritual and the rites of passage associated with 

situations of margin or limen (threshold); four aspects are mentioned: the purifying and 

 
16 See Gauvin. Langagement. L’écrivain et la langue au Québec. 
17 See Turner in The Ritual Process: Structure and Anti-Structure. 
18 See Diéguez. Escenarios liminales. 



 
 
 

28 
 

pedagogical function; the experimentation of inversion practices; the realization of an 

experience, an existence in the interstices of two worlds; the creation of communitas, 

understood as an anti-structure in which hierarchies are suspended. 

Diéguez revisits the concept of liminality to rethink political and symbolic practices 

and reflect on their performativity. Her perception stands out from liminalities and micro-

utopian communitas and concentrates on the liminality of death and spectral communities, 

taking the concept of Victor Turner's social anthropology and transferring it to art, to the scenic 

phenomenon, performances, interventions, citizen actions and rituals, based on an ephemeral 

and performative, processual, temporary, non-objective corpus, which escapes material fixity 

and timelessness. She focuses on experimental scenic and performative writings, on the edges 

of the theatrical, within the tradition of independent art, detached from institutional projects. In 

an idealized way, Turner considers artists as “liminal and marginal people”, “peripheral 

observers”, but Diéguez does not generalize and focuses on the border state of artists or citizens 

who develop artistic strategies that allow them to take a stance in the public sphere. 

Representation, for her, is always a political field in which presence can be represented in 

absence and absence can be represented in presence. For Diéguez, liminality is an anti-structure 

that puts status and hierarchies in crisis. 

Liminality is associated with situations of marginality, never becoming part of the 

official institutions. That is why she focuses on the independent, external to the institutional, 

and political character of liminal performative practices. Diéguez perceives the liminal as a 

metaphorical fabric: an ambiguous, borderline, ephemeral situation, linked to the 

circumstances of the event. According to her, given its metaphorical state, the liminal fosters 

unpredictable, interstitial and precarious situations; but it also generates inversion practices. 

That is the reason why everyone can be creators and participants in performances or 

happenings, drawing on “the invisible theater” introduced by Augusto Boal, where the 
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spectator enters the space of the poetic event without knowing that he is participating in a 

theatrical scene. In Turner’s view liminality has a purifying and pedagogical function, provides 

an experience in the interstices of two worlds, leads to the creation of communitas, understood 

as an anti-structure in which hierarchies are suspended. Borrowing this concept from social 

anthropology and applying it to Mouawad’s work allows the audience to link performance, 

civic attitude and ritual, as well as to rethink political and symbolic practices and reflect on 

their performativity. 

On the one hand, Mouawad’s work could find itself rooted in liminality as, first of all, 

the artist himself is ex-centric, as a Lebanese refugee educated in Quebec now working in Paris. 

Second, the artist's civic responsibility and perspective position him on the margins. The 

content and themes of his works, such as the historical context, the Lebanese Civil War, the 

tension between Christian and Muslim communities, the conflicts in the Middle East or 

Canada, equally subscribe to liminality. Furthermore, by performing spectrality in spaces 

where individual and collective experiences are explored, as well as using dialogic and 

participatory rituals (communities, young people, public actions, diasporic initiatives...), 

Mouawad’s artistic vision is imbued with liminality which is a position that allows him to 

approach marginal, gendered experiences and humanimality. 

However, the institutionalization of such works and the support they received from 

various institutions, national theaters, the ministry of culture, the Avignon Festival etc., pushes 

them away from the edges of independent and experimental theater detached from institutional 

pressure, which limits the possibility to criticize from within the system. Mouawad’s identity 

and evolution, from an emerging to a successful artist in what is still the cultural center of the 

Francophone world, impacted his positioning throughout time and space, as well as the impact 

his work has in the world of theater. 
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The archive and the repertoire 

In its epistemological dimension, Mouawad’s performance plays a role not only in the 

transmission and conservation of memory, but also in the consolidation of identity. The archive 

and the repertoire, constituting systems of representation, are two concepts that explore 

Mouawad’s approach to care ethics through a process of conservation of memory. In Littoral 

for instance, the names of the victims of the Lebanese civil war constitute the collective aquatic 

archive of what is left of the local community, while providing an enduring material where 

records are kept (etymology - archive). Furthermore, Mouawad’s use of authentic materials 

(closer to documentary-theater) in Tous des oiseaux allows not only his characters, but the 

Lebanese and their diaspora too, to conserve historic memory. The archive, through its 

documents, texts, photos, videos, can contain and constitute records of violence, including 

violence inflicted on a community. However, in the absence of such tangible resources to 

immortalize personal trauma, the repertoire incorporates the memories and stories of those who 

survived the traumatic event and come back to the surface through rituals, motifs or flashbacks. 

Personal or communal trauma and memories imply an embodied practice through ritual 

or performance. The repertoire is not a static archive in the sense that it keeps transforming, 

allowing for alternative perspectives and tracing the tendency and “tradition” of the institution. 

Recalling religious traditions of naming the dead to keep them alive in the memory of those 

who survived them, Mouawad incorporates the past into the present throughout his œuvre, 

pointing in the direction of a ritualistic function which can be interpreted as an act of care. The 

ritual does not stay in the past, it haunts those who remain, trying to cope with trauma or loss, 

which is an aspect to be noticed in Mouawad’s pandemic productions. 

By incorporating and holding onto trauma, Mouawad shows his preoccupation with 

care and reinterprets it through the lens of ritual envisaging theater as a ritualization of care. 

By recalling and putting on stage traumatic events with every performance, Mouawad re-enacts 



 
 
 

31 
 

his story and Lebanon’s history, over and over again, inscribing memories not only on the 

corpus, repertoire of the La Colline or Francophone theater, but also on the bodies of the 

performers (in Seuls, for instance, Mouawad himself). This embodied memory is not relegated 

to the past; beyond closure, they are haunted in the present and, most probably, will continue 

to do so in the future. Although Mouawad worked on various genres (opera, essay, novels…), 

his response to history has to be dominated by performance as it does not only allow him to go 

back to a memory, but it allows him to keep it alive through constant repetition and re-

enactment during the performance. This build-up through repetition creates a repertoire and an 

archive not only for the theater, but also for the community. 

According to Diana Taylor, both concepts of repertoire and archive are models of 

production and diffusion of knowledge, but the archive has been privileged by Western 

epistemologies (texts, documents, buildings - stable sources of knowledge that preserve 

material elements), while the repertoire concentrates on a performative memory based on the 

transmission of bodily, ephemeral practices (embodied practice, orality, non-verbal, gestures, 

dance, ritual), which transmit memories, stories of the community. Hinting at Homi Bhabha's 

concept of hybridity which defined the subjectivity developed within the colonial dynamics 

established by the relation colonizer-colonized and created in a “third space of enunciation” 

(Bhabha 37), the métissage, hybridity, transculturation and study of performance are 

interconnected in Taylor’s vision of archive and repertoire. Métissage (both/and) is an 

embodied experience, hybridity (neither/nor) outlines postmodern/colonial reality, while 

transculturation affirms the creation of new cultural practices, signals cultural movements, 

shifts and reciprocities, and allows the marginal to influence the dominant culture. 

Performances have multiple functions of transmission and testimony, acknowledging 

trauma and making it visible. Performance does not aim to erase or simply return to a traumatic 

experience, but to reenact it. Diana Taylor posits that “Every response to political violence 
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carries with it a history of responses, conjured up from a vast range of embodied and archival 

memories.” (Taylor 208); if this hypothesis were valid, then Mouawad’s response is aesthetic. 

His spectral theater of survival is an aesthetic response seen as a ritualistic dramaturgy of 

repetition that denies catharsis. For instance, Mouawad’s latest performances during the 

lockdowns evoked the explosions that impacted the Lebanese capital and the Lebanese 

diaspora, questioning how the théâtre engagé can be rethought through its awareness of global 

issues. 

In my last play [Incendies] I tried to be more political […] I tried to say the real 
names: Palestinians, Israelis, Syrians, Lebanese but every time I make that, the 
poetry and the theatre stray far away from me. I stop and they come back. Maybe 
one day I will write political plays. For now, every time I speak about a Middle 
East tragedy, I can't name it.19 
 
Resistance 

On the one hand, Mouawad’s work, even if not explicit (although his ability to mention 

historic and politic realities evolved along with his artistic maturity), can be seen as 

choreopolitical, to draw on André Lepecki’s theory, in the sense that it surges from the intention 

to put into words and/or on stage what can only be seen as an act of resistance or artistic protest. 

Choreopoliced movement can thus be defined as any movement incapable of 
breaking the endless reproduction of an imposed circulation of consensual 
subjectivity, where to be is to fit a prechoreographed pattern of circulation, 
corporeality, and belonging. (Lepecki 20) 

 

However, the body of the Other as seen in Mouawad’s approach of gendered experience or 

humanimality, moves against choreopoliced movement imposed by figures of power that 

impose conformity, which leads to a choreopolitical stance. “Choreography as a planned, 

dissensual, and nonpoliced disposition of motions and bodies becomes the condition of 

possibility for the political to emerge.” (Lepecki 22) On the other hand, due to his status and 

 
19 “Mouawad works in many languages”, 25th November 2012, 
http://reflectionandfilm.blogspot.com/2012/11/mouawad-works-in-many-languages.html 
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institutionalization of his work, that leverage could be limited or compromised, which 

generally applies to subversion when art becomes institutionalized. 

However, regardless of his ability to let his criticism transpire through his work, what 

I consider worth analyzing is the impact of his artistic productions on the social and political 

world and the aesthetic means through which such echoes can be achieved, namely the subtle, 

implicit and circuitous route his playwriting takes. Furthermore, what can be noticed in 

Mouawad’s approach to care ethics is that his œuvre is no longer a performance for the 

audience, but a performance about the audience performing on the audience, which can be seen 

as a pedagogical objective, but also as a desire to create change into the world through art and 

to build a community. 

Cultural identity and humanity 

Mouawad’s own identity has actively informed his practice of diasporic ethics of care 

that moves beyond national, linguistic and racial borders in the hope of suturing the world. 

Following Stuart Hall’s theory on cultural identity, Mouawad’s cultural identity is indeed a 

positioning rather than an essence: given the Western reasoning behind care ethics which 

focuses on the universality of humanity that resides in all human beings, Mouawad’s diasporic 

ethics of care rethinks humanity through its transborder ability to reconnect human beings and 

the communities to which they belong. The pan-demic (pan – demos, the entire people), 

universal and global humanity cannot be sutured, kept together and later on healed, if the 

communities that compose it are metastasizing. His work raises the question of a humanity in 

search for meaning in a poetic universe. Going back to La Colline’s manifesto, all these 

initiatives revolved around the importance of creating shared moments of vocal exchange, as 

our survival depends on finding beauty and hope through a poetic word while gathering around 

the act of speech as a community. 
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Mouawad’s message highlights the fact that unsilencing the present through acts of 

speech allows us to forget that survival instinct that was sharpened in all of us and – in the vein 

of care ethics – prioritize salvation as a community rather than individual well-being. This is 

what he labels as “faire humanité” (make humanity), a phrase that echoes Souleymane Bachir 

Diagne’s work on ubuntu (Diagne 11-19), a Bantu word and philosophical anthropocentric 

concept coined by Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela, meaning “to make humanity together” 

by creating a shared humanity with the other human beings. Mouawad draws on this notion of 

shared humanity and expands it to a pandemic community (which is to be understood 

etymologically as universal, global, referring to the entire humankind: pan meaning all, demos 

meaning people) bound together by the red thread of language. While performance, broadly 

speaking, relies on speech to trigger and generate action (perhaps just as much as it leans on 

the importance of silence on stage), in Mouawad’s vision language is the thread, “le fil à travers 

le chas de l’aiguille”20, just like the words of the playwright are passed on to the actors and 

then passed on to the audience, in an ethical act of care giving or care sharing. 

The performer is metaphorically envisioned as a tailor who sews up the wounds and 

silence of the audience members thanks to the weaving machine that the theater represents as 

an institution that resists egocentrism and builds community (“la tribu”). Given the 

connotations of the verb “coudre”, the aim of theater, in Mouawad’s vision, seems to be not 

only to tailor its artistic program to the reality the world is confronting, but, as in a Deleuzian 

perspective of “littérature […] comme une entreprise de santé.” (Deleuze 14) to stitch and 

suture the audience in their attempt to “make humanity” and survive as a community. Aiming 

to sew up the wounds and silences of the audience, his performances witness a preoccupation 

with care ethics expressed through language as an attempt to unsilence the traumatic past that 

keeps haunting the present. Mouawad’s own identity or “points of suture” has actively 

 
20 “Le Chas de la parole”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/le-chas-de-la-parole 



 
 
 

35 
 

informed his practice of diasporic ethics of care that moves beyond national, linguistic and 

racial borders in the hope of suturing the world. 

It would not be conceivable to see Theater with a capital T as a Deleuzian “health 

enterprise” and expect it to suture the lacerations, dress the wounds and soothe the pain of the 

victims affected themselves by the virus or other catastrophes. Nevertheless, Mouawad’s caring 

attempt to achieve “la réconciliation de l’irréconciliable”21 and turn Theater into a weaving 

machine keeps the community together through performances that aim to reconcile what cannot 

be reconciled, in the hope of making humanity. 

 

What are the goals I aim to achieve in my thesis? 

In my thesis, I aim to delve into the aspects that marked Mouawad’s activity during the 

pandemic and post-pandemic period and which urged him to redefine care – the health crisis, 

the interest in youth work, alterity and a reflection on space. In my first chapter, I show that 

care has played a central role in Mouawad’s recent work. I then provide more context to 

Mouawad’s positionality and introduce the fundamental principles of care ethics as explored 

by Joan Tronto and Carol Gilligan. By analyzing Mouawad’s pandemic corpus and his 

performance Seuls, my goal is to prove that his dramaturgy of care emphasizes care in its 

diasporic dimension which contributes to the current theoretical framework of care ethics. 

In the second chapter I focus on Mouawad’s initiatives for, about and with the youth 

which dominated his pandemic activity. I also delve into his early work for the youth 

(Pacamambo, Alphonse and Un Obus dans le cœur) which helps redefine care as an interest in 

co-creation and mediation. I argue that, unlike other literary genres or theory, theater 

transforms into a space conducive to intergenerational dialogue and the socially engaged 

projects it hosts prompt to action. 

 
21 “Le 19 octobre 2021”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/19-octobre-2021 
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My third chapter focuses on care for feminine alterity, as well as the role mothers and 

sisters play in the familial and diasporic dynamics. By exploring Mouawad’s post-pandemic 

performances Mère and Sœurs, I aim to grapple with the postcolonial context which triggered 

a reconfiguration of the family. 

My fourth chapter seeks to analyze care for alterity and the interaction between the 

human and the non-human. After I interpret Mouawad’s performance at the Beirut Spring 

Festival, as well as his plays Une chienne and Tous des oiseaux, I argue that the ways in which 

theater as an embodied practice stages humanimality allow for a mediation of care towards the 

oppressed. 

In my last chapter, I focus on Wajdi Mouawad’s tetralogy, Le Sang des promesses and 

explore how the notion of spatiality contributed to Mouawad’s redefinition of care. My goal is 

to show that Mouawad’s postdramatic theater forces the audience to recalibrate its 

positionality, rethink the space it occupies in the world and reflect on the state of the world that 

it inherited and that it passes on as its legacy. 

Finally, my thesis is a reflection not only on Mouawad’s redefinition of care, but, using 

his performances as a case study, it is also a reflection on the possibilities of theater. If the 

theory of care ethics teaches us how to think, then literature teaches us how to feel, while theater 

elicits action. Considering that it is an embodied practice that relies on our presence in a space 

of performance, not to mention the versatility of the theatrical and institutional space, theater 

provides a unique insight into what care represents, constantly redefining it. 
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Chapter 1. 

Diasporic voice in confinement and care in Wajdi Mouawad’s pandemic performances 

and para-theatrical initiatives 

 

In this chapter, I start by showing that care has played a central role in Mouawad’s 

recent work. First, I briefly give more context to Mouawad’s positionality and introduce the 

fundamental principles of care ethics as explored by Joan Tronto and Carol Gilligan. I then 

delve into Mouawad’s para-theatrical initiatives (mises-en-voix) influenced by the pandemic 

restrictions. I argue that these projects reflect what the artist cared deeply about during the 

health crisis: to keep theater alive during the Covid-19 pandemic and create a sense of 

community. I then proceed by showing that the specter of the Lebanese past and the Covid-19 

victims dominates Mouawad’s Lockdown Diary, which becomes a hauntological performance. 

Afterward, I prove that, during the Covid-19 pandemic, the lockdown was not the only 

crisis that impacted Mouawad’s artistic production: the August 2020 explosions that damaged 

Beirut echoed the political and cultural realities Lebanon experienced in the aftermath of its 

Civil War. After I analyze Mouawad’s keynote speech at the Beirut Spring Festival and bring 

in Stuart’s Hall definition of cultural identities, I argue that the explosion marks a shift in 

Mouawad’s own performative and diasporic voice: it challenges his approach to care ethics, 

from pandemic community-building initiatives to concentrated diasporic efforts for his country 

of origin and the Lebanese people whose voice has long been ignored. I then put Mouawad in 

conversation with Lise Gauvin, Sandra Laugier and Fabienne Brugère in order to show the 

tension between care as “langagement”, the poetic language of Mouawad’s dramaturgy of care 

and the notion of political theater. I argue that Mouawad’s artistic strategy to unsilence the 

present through mises-en-voix constitutes a pandemic ethics of care and represents an ongoing 
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ritual of unsilencing the past. This strategy resides in an attempt at symbolic reparation of 

historical trauma through literature. 

I then explore the only performance Mouawad put on during the pandemic when he 

won the European Drama Award, the multi-sensorial production Seuls and its paratextual work 

diary. Seuls depicts the artist's complex family cartography and the Lebanese diaspora's 

traumas. Apart from showing that care is not perfect, Seuls redefines care as a preoccupation 

with a sense of community, duty towards the family and putting trauma into words. 

Furthermore, this performance allows me to reflect on the exilic condition - is fleeing a country 

torn apart by the civil war self-care? Seuls shows that exile is the ultimate gesture of self-harm 

in the hope of eventually and potentially exercising self-care. 

Finally, by analyzing Mouawad’s pandemic corpus, I conclude that his dramaturgy of 

care emphasizes a diasporic dimension that contributes to the current theoretical framework of 

care ethics. Mouawad’s corpus displays various forms of care: private (care within the family, 

either the children towards their father or the sibling and father towards the son), public (the 

curative intensive care provided in the hospital), as well as global (care for distant, unknown 

other who might be affected by similar issues, for instance diasporic or migrant individuals, 

refugees or the Lebanese community); as such, it becomes apparent that in the globalized world 

which facilitates the access to the Other, global care allows the Mouawadian diasporic care to 

flourish and develop in his artistic initiatives. 

 

How is theatrical care mediated despite pandemic restrictions?  

– Pandemic initiatives and mises-en-voix  

As we live in a present haunted by the past, by the fear of the Other, discrimination, 

political oppression and war, unsilencing a traumatic past is a common trope in the case of 

migrant, post-colonial or refugee literary production. Lebanese contemporary literature is no 
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exception, as proven by the works of Amin Maalouf, Darina Al Joundi or Mohamed Kacimi 

El Hassani. Wajdi Mouawad’s plays and novels equally denounce the problems of the world 

we live in, from a Lebanon tormented by civil war to the “new world” of immigrants bearing 

witness to contemporary, postcolonial history. 

In this section, I will explore how Mouawad’s viscerally poetic and impactful 

playwriting and fiction have been intensified by the diasporic distance from which he learned 

how to cope with and how to write about the open wounds in the recent history of the Middle 

East. Labeled as a form of artivism which I believe might stem from the necessity to take a 

diasporic stance, the imperative of historic reparation or the responsibility he assumes to have 

as an artist, Mouawad’s work relies on the exploration of the tension produced by care and 

indifference. Usually illustrated on a small scale – family and local community - that tension 

becomes an allegory of a larger, cultural, political and historical context, for which his quartet 

Le Sang des Promesses stands as an example. Mouawad’s approach to care takes into account 

a plurality of the Other as care giver and receiver, through minority, gender and the non-human, 

which can be seen in his works Une Chienne or Anima. 

Furthermore, in a broader understanding of care ethics branching out as moral and 

political theory, his work is grounded in care ethics due to its concern for the Other and 

vulnerable populations. Mouawad’s approach resonates with Joan Tronto’s broad definition of 

care ethics as a set of practices aiming to repair and maintain an ethically improved world. Care 

ethics, in Tronto’s view (Tronto, Moral Boundaries 126-136), depend on attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence and responsiveness. Mouawad’s recent artistic productions during 

the Covid-19 pandemic draw on these concepts given the artist’s attentiveness and awareness 

of global and local issues and needs, sense of responsibility and willingness to care for and 

address the needs in question, but also as a representative of a public cultural institution – the 
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Théâtre La Colline – that should meet high standards of competence and responsiveness to 

recognize the need for care and provide care to its audience. 

The health crisis, however, put cultural institutions worldwide in danger, as closing a 

theater, for instance, meant not only that the institution had no cultural visibility, but that the 

artists who depended on the institutions and the ongoing and future productions were 

compromised. The care giver position is in jeopardy as it depends on care receiving. The 

“confinement”22 meant not only curfew, travel ban and limited gatherings, but also closed 

institutions such as theaters. At this moment, Wajdi Mouawad started a series of free 

initiatives23 at La Colline in Paris, aiming to keep the conversation going between the world of 

theater and its audience, to give theater as a genre back its voice and keep it alive in people’s 

lives, despite a disembodied audience and lack of physical contact. 

Au creux de l'oreille 

The most original initiative that “contaminated” cultural institutions such as the Théâtre 

de la Ville in Paris, as well as the Canadian Théâtre Périscope in Quebec and Théâtre Catapulte 

in Ontario, Plurithéâtre in Belgium and Teatro Stabile dell’Umbria in Italy, was Au creux de 

 
22 The first Covid-19 lockdown in France was initially put in place from 16th March until 15th April, which then 
got extended to 11th May 2020. 
23 Some of the projects worth mentioning are Un dialogue imaginaire en 57 jours (An imaginary dialogue in 57 
days), a series of video conversations between the authors of La Colline; Lettres persanes de Montesquieu 
(Montesquieu’s Persian Letters), a series of videos recorded by artists associated with La Colline who read the 
161 letters, one per day, as they dealt with 1721 France going through the plague epidemic. The Odéon-Théâtre 
de l'Europe released several “captations”, recordings of performances produced by La Colline, although all the 
initiatives mentioned above were indirectly carried through social media, allowing offline, asynchronous access. 
L’Autre à l’horizon (2020) is a live event on social media during which several artists describe the present as 
they are living it, either real or imaginary, in real time, giving voice to their perception of their own horizon. The 
initiative La Parole nochère (2020) revolves around the poetic experience regarding the memory of the 
disappeared: the project invites the public to testify about their experience with loss and address a homage they 
would like to pay to the loved ones who passed away. Guided by an artist, the conversations are recorded 
anonymously and allow for an honest and deep discussion around death and mourning. All the activities were 
free of charge and open to everyone, all the artists involved volunteering to participate in the projects created 
during the quarantine. 
“Les poissons pilotes de La Colline”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/les-
poissons-pilotes-de-la-colline 
“L’Autre à l’horizon”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/lautre-lhorizon 
“La parole nochère”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/la-parole-nochere 
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l'oreille (In your ear)24: from 16th March to 6th May 2020, Mouawad and 250 artists associated 

with La Colline and not only volunteered to offer live telephone/Whatsapp readings of theater, 

poetry, literature or music, for a few minutes or more. The initiative mobilized hundreds of 

artists in Europe and across the ocean during the first lockdown, resumed during the summer 

and returned during the second lockdown in the autumn, with the goal of breaking the silence 

that surrounded the world of live performing arts and reconnecting with confined audience 

members during the curfew and confinement. Furthermore, from April 2021, Au creux de 

l'oreille Acte II was extended beyond the first lockdowns to health institutions such as hospitals 

and psychiatric facilities in the Ile-de-France region and a group of performers got in touch 

with spectators, while sharing poems, songs or dramatic excerpts through a telephone call25. In 

clinical psychologist Sonia Amazit’s report26, the patients' feedback highlighted that the 

initiative was experienced as a form of care that contributed to an improved experience of 

hospitalization, a fact which underlines the understated impact arts have on curative and 

palliative care. Unsilencing the traumatic present shaped by the Covid-19 pandemic through 

language does not seem to be merely a coping mechanism, it is an artistic strategy motivated 

by care ethics that triggered a production of mises-en-voix. In other words, it represents 

Mouawad’s “langagement”, conceptualized by Lise Gauvin as cultural engagement mediated 

by language27. 

Apart from the importance of staying connected through the power of vocal contact, 

the initiatives La Colline implemented witness the attentiveness, responsibility, competence, 

and responsiveness Tronto attributes to care. Having quarantined people in mind, the programs 

 
24 “Au creux de l'oreille”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/publics/au-creux-de-loreille 
25 “Au creux de l'oreille Acte II”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/au-creux-de-
loreille-acte-ii 
26“Au creux de l’oreille, un souffle poétique !”, La Colline - théâtre national, 
https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/article_au_creux_de_loreille_un_souffle_poetique_par_sonia_amazit.p
df 
27 See Gauvin. Langagement. L’écrivain et la langue au Québec. 
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are devoted to the ongoing pandemic and how it impacts people regardless of their origins, 

status, etc. Furthermore, given that the artistic community has suffered during the lockdowns 

as the physical space of theaters was closed down, theater both gave and received care through 

its outreaching artistic initiatives. It showed solidarity by caring for the audience members 

going through a traumatic experience and for artists who depend on their professional activity. 

Journal de confinement 

Driven by solidarity and care sharing, Wajdi Mouawad’s Journal de confinement 

(Lockdown diary) was published on La Colline’s website from 16th March to 20th April. 

Structured in daily segments of 12 to 24 minutes, these 25 mises-en-voix or recordings of the 

artist’s own voice during the pandemic alternate a couple of days in a row, then a couple of 

days of silence. Eventually, it was published a year later in the form of Parole tenue Les nuits 

d'un confinement. Covering themes such as hopefulness and despair, safe homes and the lack 

thereof, helplessness and the importance of frontline health workers and care providers, family 

and the loss of the nearest and dearest, the diary is defined as 

Une parole d'humain confiné à humains confinés. Une fois par 
jour des mots comme des fenêtres pour fendre la brutalité de cet 
horizon qui nous enterre. (Parole tenue 3) 
 

The act of unsilencing the present by flashing it out through mises-en-voix is essential to this 

initiative dominated by an aesthetic of care as well, as it not only offers a critique of today’s 

reality, but it also recognizes and promotes what Carol Gilligan and Fabienne Brugère would 

call the expression of different voices of resistance (Brugère, Pour une société du care 12-13). 

During the lockdown, two of France’s most acclaimed writers – Marie Darrieussecq and Leïla 

Slimani – also published their diaries. However, their pandemic isolation getaways in their 

second homes somewhere in the idyllic French countryside prompted extensive criticism due 

to the elitist experience they illustrated. In contrast, Mouawad’s diary does not idealize the 

lockdown which finds the artist confined in the home he shares with his family, on the outskirts 
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of Paris. Unlike Darrieussecq’s and Slimani’s ungrounded fairy tales, the confinement it 

depicts is filled with family scenes, spectral voices, loss and memories from the increasing 

unrest in the Middle East. Mouawad’s voice of care implies a plurality of alterities that is 

acknowledged by the pandemic and collective notion of humanity (Brugère, Le care à 

l’épreuve 194). 

His first diary entry from 16th March reveals a pandemic universal tone of care which 

explains the aim of a diary: to undo the quarantine through what makes us human beings - “la 

parole partagée” (shared word/act of speaking), “la voix, humain à humain” (voice, human to 

human), especially as he evokes the silence that has taken over La Colline. The use of “us” 

acquires a collective, universal connotation that refers to all the people in pandemics who can 

“make humanity” together. The audience might identify itself with the experiences described 

in the diary as it mentions Fukushima, Haiti, Lebanon…, making parallels with other 

epidemics, earthquakes or civil wars… people have gone through in the past and their resilience 

in the face of atrocities. 

In the second diary entry, the artist acknowledges that the lockdown in Nogent-sur-

Marne on the outskirts of Paris reminds him of the lockdowns that protected him as a child 

during the Lebanese Civil War. If it were not for the war that pushed his family to leave 

Lebanon, his two children with whom he spends his quarantine days at home, doing e-learning, 

might not have been born. In the voice recording titled Lettres d’intérieur from 13th April, 

Mouawad addresses his letter to his 6-year-old son, and the register used is conducive to an 

ethics of care and the urgency to “say” love. 

Quoi dire de plus urgent que l’amour28 

 

 
28 “Donne du courage autour de toi et n’accepte jamais ce qui te révulse - Wajdi Mouawad”, Radio France, 13th 
April 2020, https://www.radiofrance.fr/franceinter/podcasts/lettres-d-interieur/donne-du-courage-autour-de-toi-
et-n-accepte-jamais-ce-qui-te-revulse-wajdi-mouawad-3233348 
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In Mouawad’s approach to care ethics, love seems to be a signifier for “making humanity” 

despite human beings’ shared brokenness during the pandemic. “Dire” is not necessarily 

opposed to silence, but the act of speech is an active prise de parole that binds people together 

like the red thread he referred to in La Colline’s manifesto. 

The diary entry published on 24th March is dedicated not only to cleaning, fixing broken 

washing machines or cooking, but also to online language teaching which the artist does with 

his son to whom he has to teach the sound “gn” in French. Funnily enough, family time also 

goes through language and the artist reflects on the frequency of this sound and its omission in 

the French language, as well as the carefulness with which he has to articulate the sound so that 

his son can identify it. A bitter-sweet anecdote softens the tone of the artist’s voice when he 

reminisces about the linguistic games he used to play as a child when he would recognize and 

identify by sound the names of the guns and the caliber of the shells that fell in their 

neighborhood. He and his son were around the same age, although their language learning and 

reading tasks were several decades, continents and civil wars apart. A bombardment meant for 

young Mouawad that the schools would close down and the joy experienced by the child he 

was in 1976 was just as sincere as the joy of the children in 2020, including his son, when the 

lockdown in France meant the closure of schools. 

The adult, however, knows that waiting for the end of the lockdown comes at a high 

price. The Lebanese Civil War meant not only waiting for nineteen years until it was over, in 

1990, it also meant that the tension between the Maronite Christian and Muslim communities 

kept augmenting, while numerous people were killed and so many more displaced29. The 

specter of the Lebanese past and the Covid-19 victims dominates Mouawad’s diary, which 

 
29 To get a brief insight into the historical context Mouawad refers to, we need to go back in time to 13th April 
1975 when a bus transporting Palestinians to a refugee camp was attacked, as a response to an earlier murder of 
a group of Christians. Later on, a “green line” divided the capital in Christian East Beirut and Muslim West 
Beirut. From a political point of view, the war was not only a national matter as it was assisted and fueled by 
post-colonial foreign intervention, but in terms of human loss and sacrifice, the civil war meant that more than 
one hundred thousand people were killed and nearly one million displaced. 
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becomes a hauntological performance, to use Derridean terminology. In French, the 

pronunciation “hauntology”/“ontology” would be identical phonetically. In Spectres de Marx 

(1993), where the term first appeared, Jacques Derrida argues that as Marxism would haunt 

society from beyond the grave, “hauntology” haunts ontology, replacing the existence and 

essence of beings with the metaphor of the spirit or spectrum (neither dead, nor alive, nor 

present, nor absent). Thinking through Derrida’s perspective, Mouawad’s diary is a 

hauntological performance in which the present is constantly inhabited by the specters of the 

traumatic past. If the specters were initially triggered by an association of the pandemic 

lockdown with the Lebanese civil war, as well as family members lost in the aftermath of the 

war and the displacement that ensued, the 7th diary entry imagines a collective dream of 7 

billion people who get to hear one more time, even if only in their dreams, the spirit of the ones 

who passed away as victims of SARS-CoV-2: 

L’un d’entre ces fantômes, père, mère, fille, fils, oncle, grand-
père, ami, mari, femme, amoureuse, amoureux, professeur, 
collègue […] avec une tendresse infinie, nous dirait un simple 
mot. (Parole tenue 29) 
 

The notion of “mot” (word) itself leads us to think not only about the impossible mourning that 

people deal with these days in the absence of closure but also about the importance of 

unsilencing the past as well as the present. The act of speech of the victims and their relatives 

is of utmost importance, as we can notice in the 25th diary entry, which is haunted by the 

specter of the Arabic language Mouawad no longer speaks. That day, the artist evokes the 

figure of his 92-year-old father, in a nursing home in Montreal, to whom he promises to keep 

his memory alive. It includes a recording of his father’s voice reading a poem in Arabic. His 

father would die less than a month after this diary entry. 

Mouawad’s arrives at this artistic strategy to unsilence the pandemic present throughout 

his diary of mises-en-voix after years of practicing care ethics that had taken the shape of a 
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ritual – performative, ceaseless, imperative, symbolic, communal. By performing pandemic 

mises-en-voix of unsilencing the present, the artist turns to care ethics as a ritual of unsilencing 

the past that keeps haunting the present. Following the same ethics of care that I have identified 

throughout the lockdown diary, the 18th entry takes the shape of a prayer: 

J’ai envie de demander pitié à ce jour qui arrive. Lui demander 
de passer comme une caresse sur le front de chacun et qu’il 
protège ceux et celles pour qui il apparaîtra. Que, donnant 
rendez-vous à la mort, il la convainque de passer outre pour une 
fois, la convainque de ne pas être besogneuse et de laisser loin 
son ouvrage, qu’il trouve les arguments pour qu’elle veuille bien 
accorder un sursis à ceux et celles sur qui elle comptait 
aujourd’hui se pencher. (Parole tenue 83) 
 

In the 35th and last diary entry, keeping in mind that 11th May was the end of the lockdown in 

France, Mouawad reflected on what the future could bring for the entire world, as well as for 

the world of theater. 

Et comment allons-nous même pouvoir encore faire des 
spectacles sans nous toucher, sans nous embrasser, quand le 
théâtre n’est fait que de contacts et que d’embrassades ? (Parole 
tenue 173) 
 

Here Mouawad points out the provocation despite which pandemic and post-pandemic theater 

needs to learn how to survive. The essential physical contact he aims for had proved impossible 

since theaters closed during the lockdowns. The performances he created during those months 

respected the social distancing but stayed in the zone of virtual performances or spectacles-

lectures, public readings or mises-en-voix. Seen through the lens of care, the theater offered 

these performances to the audience during times of cultural draught and what it needs to receive 

in return is, apart from a system of care for the artists who rely solely on their career, an 

innovative rethinking of its conventions that would allow it to create “spectacles vivants”, live 

performances that keep the theater a/live. The challenge Mouawad fleshes out in this diary 
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entry proves the paradoxical ethics of care in which theater finds itself as a caregiver and care 

receiver during a pandemic. 

If the Lockdown Diary appeared as an initiative to bring people together and create a 

community around the shared act of speech, the end of the diary takes place under the sign of 

silence as the artists will continue to write “mais dans le silence”. Silence could be interpreted 

as the absence of speech, although the entire diary contained numerous days of silence that 

were conducive to reflection; however, in the wake of the 2020 Beirut explosions, silence in 

Mouawad’s work during the pandemic seems to have challenged his own identity only to make 

his cultural positioning as a Lebanese artist resound even stronger in the Francophone and 

artistic world. 

 

What makes care shift?  

– Explosions setting off diasporic voices in confinement 

The events that marked a shift in Mouawad’s pandemic voice in confinement echoed 

the political and cultural realities with which Lebanon, as well as its diaspora, dealt during and 

after the Civil War, are the explosions that shattered Beirut in the summer of 2020. The blast 

came at a time when the entire country was under the pressure of the economic crisis, the 

population exhausted by protests demanding democracy, while paralyzed by the ongoing 

pandemic. Like numerous countries, Lebanon had been going through a difficult period, trying 

to keep the spread of the coronavirus under control. The local economic crisis affected 

thousands of people who were pushed into poverty, which triggered large anti-government 

protests. During these trying times when the country was already on the brink of financial 

collapse, the blast hit the Lebanese on 4th August 2020. A devastating explosion in the city's 
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port rippled across Beirut30. The scale of the damage could barely be put into words, given the 

number of victims. Numerous buildings were reduced to rubble, large parts of the city – 

hospitals, schools, homes - entirely destroyed, lying in ruin. Only three months later, another 

explosion pierced the silence hovering over Beirut, making more victims in a country that had 

been hemorrhaging for decades. 

The explosions triggered an important wave of prises de parole – prises de position 

(stance and statements) among the Lebanese diaspora who lived this crucial moment in the 

history of their country of origin from the distance imposed not only historically given their 

diasporic presence, but also geographically due to the measures imposed during the lockdowns 

when the borders were closed to limit mobility. Noticeable in the twist his tone and mises-en-

voix took, this event marked the diasporic voice in confinement of Mouawad not as an artist, 

but as a Francophone artist born and raised in Lebanon. The explosions challenged his care 

ethics approach: the audience no longer hears the voice of a caregiver invested in pandemic 

community-building initiatives, but the statement of an artist who speaks as a Lebanese person 

and concentrates all diasporic efforts for his country of origin. What Mouawad defined in Le 

Monde’s opinion column31 as “une tragédie dont on n’a pas trouvé de mots pour la raconter”, 

the explosion originating in “hangar numéro 12 du 4 août 2020 est l’écho de l’autobus du 13 

 
30 A large quantity of a highly explosive substance sat for 7 years in a warehouse in the port of Beirut, as a result 
of political and economic disputes. Throughout the years, the Lebanese political class was accused of negligence 
and corruption, while the sectarian power-sharing system was considered to be fueling corrupt patronage 
networks which hindered the country’s system of governance. The Lebanese people’s protests towards the end 
of 2019 were met with silence on the side of the authorities. Silence is of course a right that protects against self-
incrimination. During the pandemic when curfews were imposed and public meetings and events limited, about 
10,000 Lebanese gathered in the aftermath of the explosion to protest and march from the devastated port to 
Martyrs' Square in Beirut. The United Nations warned of a humanitarian crisis in Lebanon, taking into account 
its devalued currency, daily power cuts, food shortage, lack of potable water, collapsed infrastructure, including 
hospitals and schools, limited public healthcare, as well as the ongoing Covid-19 pandemic. Accusing the 
Lebanese political leaders and promising to rebuild the city, the French President went to see ravaged Beirut, a 
visit that was seen by some as a source of hope, by others as a neocolonialist endeavor. Many countries 
conveyed their deepest sympathies to the Lebanese people and pledged extensive financial aid - $297m, asking 
for reform in exchange. 
31“Wajdi Mouawad, dramaturge libanais : « A Beyrouth, cette explosion pose un point final à toutes les 
mascarades »”, Le Monde, 8th August 2020, https://www.lemonde.fr/idees/article/2020/08/08/wajdi-mouawad-
au-liban-la-monstruosite-du-point-final_6048455_3232.html 
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avril 1975.” Mouawad’s approach to these traumatic events rethinks care ethics through the 

lens of diaspora. Far from being static, rigid and confined to an interpersonal response, his own 

vision of care ethics is rather rethought as moving beyond transnational borders of identity. 

Positioning himself as Lebanese due to his “unstable points of identification or suture 

which are made within the discourses of history and culture.” (Hall in Rutherford 226), to echo 

Stuart’s Hall definition of cultural identities, Mouawad participated, on 1st September 2020, in 

the Beirut Spring Festival. After delivering a keynote speech at the opening of the second part 

of the festival, he proceeded with a performance which he also delivered at the Institut du 

monde arabe or IMA (Arab World Institute) 32 on 25th-26th September 2020, almost two months 

after the tragedy that struck Beirut. 

33 

Gathering more than 60 diasporic Lebanese artists, journalists, activists, and political 

and geopolitical analysts, both in Paris, Beirut, and online, the program aimed to raise 

awareness, mobilize French and international opinion, as well as contribute to the victims34. 

The event was articulated around the questions “Quel est votre cri ?” and “Qu’est-ce qui vous 

 
32 A series of events – interviews, documentaries, debates, as well as performances – named “Paris – Beyrouth | 
24H pour le Liban” was organized in association with France Culture. The event was preceded by Rendez-vous 
de l'actualité organized in the IMA auditorium, with the French Institute of Beirut, under the theme “Le Liban 
aujourd’hui: une citoyenneté en partage?”. 
33 “Paris-Beyrouth | 24H pour le Liban”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/paris-
beyrouth 
34 The event contributed to the victims in Beirut and artist associations in Lebanon, by gathering donations for 
the AFAC/Mawred Solidarity Fund of Lebanon and STATION Beirut. 
 



 
 
 

50 
 

fait encore espérer ?”. In his speech, Mouawad expresses his outcry and hopes and does not 

leave room for interpretation concerning his identity. As France and Canada eagerly claim and 

herald him as their cultural product, he insists that he is not “of Lebanese origins or descent”, 

he is Lebanese. If at the beginning of the pandemic all efforts were concentrated on the shared 

experience, now he accepted the invitation of the Festival for a moment of shared brokenness 

with other Lebanese and felt deeply guilty of not being able to address the audience in Arabic. 

Identifying himself as exophonic in his own mother tongue, for him the exile is not only 

geographic, it is located 

dans la gorge lorsque l’on ne sent plus gratter dans le gosier la 
douceur du « H » ( ح), la puissance du « Kh »(خ), le vertige du « 
Aain »( ع) et l’enfance du « Ghayn »( غ). Comment dire alors la 
colère dans une langue qui ne soit pas la langue maternelle ?!35 
 

In stark contrast with the nostalgia triggered by the remnants of his mother tongue stand the 

outrage and resentment of the language used to refer to the Lebanese ruling class: 

Ordures, eux-mêmes noyés dans la puanteur de leur silence, ils 
crachent le mot « pays » comme ils crachent les injures et tous 
les jours ils disent « Liban » comme ils disent « Kess Emak » 
 tous là synonymes et lapsus.36 ,(كس إمّك)
 

More than expressing his feelings, his speech highlights the impact institutionalized 

irresponsibility and indifference, so deeply embedded in the region, has on Lebanese people’s 

lives, and pushes the audience to rethink politics (Tronto, Caring Democracy 47) and 

empathize with the “Other”, which stems from Mouawad’s diasporic ethics of care. However, 

the “être-ensemble” (being together) which at the beginning of the pandemic was part of 

Mouawad’s non-diasporic ethics of care37 takes on a different connotation in the Lebanese 

 
35 “Le mot de Wajdi Mouawad à l’ouverture de la deuxième partie du Beirut Spring Festival 2020”, Beirut 
Spring Festival, https://beirutspringfestival.net/documents/media/Texte-de-Wajdi-Mouawad-FR-AR.pdf 
36 Idem. 
37 On 10th October 2020, during La Petite Bibliothèque parlante, a festival organized by the National Library of 
France, Wajdi Mouawad, accompanied by Alexandra Badea, Victor De Oliveira, Jalal Altawil, all socially 
distanced, presented the unpublished text, mise-en-voix and staged reading Hébreu 1314, tentative d’autopsie 
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context: it is a taboo, given the history the religious communities share, an aspect his keynote 

speech reflected as well. In this havoc of feelings, he no longer feels the need for poetry, beauty 

and hopeful storytelling, along the lines he developed in his Diary. He would rather turn 

towards “nos ennemis qui sont pourtant de notre sang” and give voice to his own self that has 

no words to express his feelings, no alphabet, no articulated speech. The “nous” the artist uses 

no longer refers to that pan-demic, collective, universal humanity we discovered in his Diary: 

it is now a clear marker of the Lebanese diaspora38 to which he belongs and within which his 

“points of suture” heal. 

 

How does the pandemic reframe care as a preoccupation with connectedness?  

– Seuls or the plurality of solitudes 

In this section, I focus on Mouawad’s choice for an in-person solo live performance 

and explore the period in between lockdowns and its isolating yet shared consequences, 

especially for a diasporic community. During the pandemic39, Mouawad won the first European 

Drama Award for his theater in which he depicts the wounds of the Middle East, while 

promoting “reconciliation through truth” 40 thanks to a “dramaturgy of healing” 41, in the words 

of Peter Michalzik, chairperson of the jury. As part of the event, the EDA included an artist 

talk, as well as a performance – Seuls, a multi-sensorial production by and with Wajdi 

Mouawad. Mouawad has gained a reputation as one of the “auteurs touche-à-tout[…] artistes 

 
poétique d’un exilé, based on the manuscript of a 15th century bible originating from the south of Spain and its 
imaginary journey through the ages, cultures and religions in the Mediterranean area. This polyphonic 
performance and multilingual reading in French, Arabic, Portuguese and Romanian revolved around the 
question of language, identity and être- and vivre-ensemble. 
38 Numerous Lebanese artists such as Charif Majdalani (who published Beyrouth 2020, Journal d’un 
effondrement, Beirut 2020, Diary of a Collapse), Mika and Camélia Jordana participated in initiatives aiming to 
raise awareness. This moment is therefore not only a turning point in Wajdi Mouawad’s cultural production, but 
also in the evolution of the Lebanese diaspora. 
39 Due to the lockdowns, the award ceremony was postponed and eventually took place on 10 October 2021 at 
the Schauspielhaus in Stuttgart. 
40 “European Drama Award 2020 goes to Wajdi Mouawad”, Schauspiel Stuttgart, https://www.schauspiel-
stuttgart.de/en/whats-on/european-drama-award/ 
41 Idem. 
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de théâtre […] concepteurs de l’entièreté du spectacle (texte et mise en scène), en collaboration 

avec les acteurs […] On peut penser à Wajdi Mouawad, bien sûr” (Lesage 5). Aiming to find 

a new way of working, as well as further explore the theme of family, Mouawad started the 

cycle of creation named Domestique to which Seuls belongs (along with Sœurs, Frères, Père 

and Mère). This cycle aims to depict and reconstitute the experiences of a family from different 

perspectives, which helps the audience better grasp its complex and universal reality through 

the intimate and the particular. Written from the perspective of the family’s son, Seuls is a bold 

experimental attempt to provide an insight into the self, while depicting the complex family 

cartography of the artist and the traumas of the Lebanese diaspora. 

It is not by chance that Mouawad chose this performance to stand for his œuvre at an 

event on a European scale. Seuls focuses on the story of Harwan, whose name is a fusion of 

the Lebanese names Hiwan and Harwoun (Seuls 95), who is a 30-year-old student from 

Montreal with Lebanese origins. While preparing a doctoral dissertation on Robert Lepage’s 

œuvre, Harwan has to leave for St. Petersburg to join the artist who is performing his solo in 

Russia. Before he leaves for the airport, Harwan’s father has a stroke and falls into a coma, but 

despite the family situation and his hesitation, he decides to embark on his journey. When he 

arrives in Russia, he finds out that Lepage had to return to North America, and so he ends up 

wandering in the Hermitage Museum where he discovers Rembrandt's The Return of the 

Prodigal Son which triggers a nightmarish reaction in the protagonist who realizes he is in a 

coma, in a Montreal hospital ward. Trapped in this liminal space between life and death, he 

goes on a journey that takes him closer to his mother tongue that seemed to have been long 

forgotten, as well as his Middle Eastern origins and creativity as he starts painting again the 

way he used to as a child (Seuls 120). When it premiered at the Festival d’Avignon in 2007, it 

was considered an “éblouissant” (Fouquet 183) show that continuously oscillated between 

fiction and autobiography, dominated by “une utilisation exacerbée de l'intimité, du privé et de 
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l'autobiographie” (Seuls 64). There are several elements inspired from Mouawad’s 

background42: the experience of leaving his country of origin at a young age, learning French43, 

struggling to keep his mother tongue alive44, adjusting to life in Canada, which represent 

identity issues specific to post-migration circumstances. Unlike the Quatuor where there is a 

purposeful and careful distance kept between the characters and the playwright which gives a 

universal dimension to the plays, in Seuls Lebanon is directly mentioned and not suggested or 

simply evoked, the artist constantly breaking the boundaries and emerging in the diegetic 

universe of the performance. 

Apart from family, the sources of influence that stand out in Seuls are Rembrandt’s 

evocative painting (along with the biblical Parable of the Prodigal Son), as well as the artist 

Robert Lepage, famous for a style characterized by the freedom to experiment. As a paratextual 

work diary, most of the book Seuls, chemin, texte et peintures consists of two parts (I Chemin 

– notes; II Texte – the lines) of poetic reflections, interrogations on the slow process of process, 

paintings and photos of the actor on the set, with only one third of the book dedicated to the 

dramatic text. What I find to be worth highlighting is the fact that this briefly summarizes only 

the script or the purely textual element of the performance which the artist insists is a spectacle 

de théâtre and not a play (Seuls 11), hinting at the performance devices used, such as projected 

words, images, videos, lights, situational and atmospheric sounds, music, silence (Seuls 14). 

The complexity of Mouawad’s mise-en-scène and project makes me realize what a limited 

 
42 The voices of Harwan’s father and sister were recorded by Mouawad’s family members. The photo of the 
playwright was taken in Beirut on 7th April 1977, while Le Retour du fils prodigue is a painting that marked 
Mouawad during a trip to St. Petersburg in 2005. 
43 Interview for the Festival d’Avignon for the performance Seuls, conducted by Jean-François Perrier. 
“Conférence de presse du 18 juillet 2008 - Wajdi Mouawad pour Seuls”, Theatre-contemporain, 18th July 2008, 
https://www.theatre-contemporain.net/video/Conference-de-presse-du-18-juillet-1274?autostart 
44 “La guerre rendait les années scolaires tellement aléatoires que je n’ai rien appris du tout, encore moins le 
français. Lors de notre premier exil, entre Beyrouth et Paris, il a donc fallu apprendre très vite cette langue 
nouvelle et perdre cet accent arabe qui, à l’époque, en 1978, n’était pas très à la mode à Paris. Je n’ai d’ailleurs 
aucun souvenir de la manière dont s’est fait cet apprentissage. Je me souviens que je ne parlais pas le français, 
puis je me souviens que je le parle : entre les deux un trou.” “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Jean-François 
Perrier for the Dossiers de presse Seuls, Theatre-contemporain, February 2008, https://www.theatre-
contemporain.net/spectacles/Seuls/ensavoirplus/idcontent/11990 
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insight my thesis is able to provide into Mouawad’s work, given that it cannot do justice to 

Mouawad’s spectacles de théâtre which tend to be astounding sensorial experiences that cross 

the borders of theater and seep into installation and performing art. Seuls’s dramaturg Charlotte 

Farcet refers to this process as a “polyphonie d’écriture” which should be considered part of 

the narrative: 

Je crois que nous nous trompons sur la nature de l’écriture du spectacle. L’écriture 
ici n’est pas seulement les « mots » écrits par Wajdi; elle est aussi les projections 
vidéo qu’il a tournées, les sons qu’il a captés, les voix qu’il a enregistrées. Tout 
cela est l’écriture du spectacle. L’écriture ici relève de la polyphonie et nous nous 
entêtons à travailler encore sur un rapport mot/acteur en nous imaginant que le reste 
relève de la scénographie, du son, de la musique qui viendront appuyer ce rapport. 
Nous nous entêtons à mettre en scène d’abord le rapport texte/acteur […] Nous 
nous trompons. […] en ne travaillant que sur les mots, c’est comme si on ne 
travaillait que sur une partie du matériau textuel. (Seuls 13) 
 

The final work turned out to be what Mouawad called “Un oiseau polyphonique” (Seuls 

11), in which he tried (unsuccessfully the audience may think) to avoid writing poetry, and to 

instead go for banal words lacking lyricism (Seuls 12). Even though this method was a new, 

better said experimental way of working for the artist, he does not consider his method 

particularly original (Seuls 15), as it was highly inspired by his mentor, Robert Lepage, whose 

work is not only a major influence (Seuls 44)on most theater directors in Quebec, but also 

innovative as he conceived theater as a place of experimentation that continued throughout and 

beyond the rehearsals. This fragmented, puzzle-like, split of the subject conjugated with the 

performance of an uprooted protagonist carved a space for the emergence of the autofictional 

dimension of the performance. Nevertheless, this method allowed Mouawad to explore a new 

type of “d’écriture scénique” (Fisher 125), rethink his work, as well as step outside of his 

‘comfort’ zone: he started questioning his work with language and the actor as a vehicle for the 

written word and their dependance on the text compared to a polyphonic, multimedia approach, 

not to mention the dichotomy between individual versus the collective (Seuls 13). 
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Emulating Lepagian style is also the publication that ensued, Seuls, chemin, texte et 

peintures, not only the script, but a true “journal de création”, a publication chronicling the 

creation of his performance, presented first in France and then in Quebec in 2008. Researchers 

such as Yves Jubinville and Hervé Guay looked into the place such publications occupy in the 

Quebecois landscape, highlighting the fact that, in the current theatrical field, this type of 

publications of diary of creation and not only the script belongs to a rather borderline case of 

dramaturgy of the stage (“dramaturgie du plateau”) in which the text used in the performance 

represents a tool constantly modeled by the other languages used on stage (Jubinville 8). The 

Mouawadian polyphony evokes the Bakhtinian concept of dialogism in its sociocritical 

dimension, shifting its focal point from text to performance or representation (Jubinville 8), 

while the chromatic elements so dominant in Seuls recall the sensorial experience of the 

happenings (Vaïs 7) or art installations in the style of dripping and body art that gained a lot of 

visibility in the 1970s in Canada. Seuls allowed Mouawad to put in practice what he had been 

preaching in theory, while respecting diversity on its own: “Respecter comme une chose sacrée 

ce que ces éléments cueillis peuvent avoir de disparate” (Seuls 38). 

This questioning reflects Mouawad’s care for the function that language, especially 

poetic language, occupies in his ethics of care, namely as it allows him to approach the audience 

in a subtle way, refer to difficult and complex historical and political realities in a refined 

manner, as well as allow for a universalization of a particular experience which the Lebanese 

civil war and its aftermath represents in Mouawad’s œuvre. This is the reason why Mouawad 

tends to go against the politicization of theater, although his work illustrates political issues the 

world is confronted with: 

Je ne veux pas être dans une dénonciation politique […]. C’est par le travail sur la 
langue que je sortirai de ce qui peut apparaître comme un piège pour moi. Je veux 
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une langue [...] qui ne puisse pas être récupérée. Il me faut donc inventer une langue 
qui permet la distance, une langue forcément poétique.45 

 

The poetic language Mouawad employs would seem incongruous with how the artist plays 

with subversive forms, instruments and functions, especially when looking at political theater 

from Olivier Neveux’s perspective: 

Car une menace pèse sur le théâtre politique : le fétichisme de ses formes, 
l’évidence de ses dispositifs et la rengaine de ses fonctions. Il n’y a pourtant pas 
d’éternité pour la subversion. (Neveux 190) 

 

Socially and culturally, Mouawad is politically alert and has tried to deny an affiliation with 

political theater, by asserting his aesthetic response to political issues. Mouawad, no matter 

what he might declare in interviews through his artistic persona, has a particular relationship 

with poetic language, the imaginary, tragedy, myth and politics, despite his intellectual desire 

to free himself from political reasoning or poetic devices, as his response to politics is poetic. 

In most of his works, he avoids naming Lebanon directly or its political situation, which labels 

Seuls as an exception. 

Drawing on social care and developing a model of diasporic care and solidarity, the 

artist expands his care – which, as I have discussed, is conceptually both particular and 

universal – to his vulnerable community of origin by clearly naming Lebanon and legitimizing 

the need for care through visibility. Vulnerability refers both to the cared for and the caregivers 

as it reflects Lebanese society’s status and lack of visibility on a global scale, and also the status 

of the diaspora to which Mouawad belongs: As Sandra Laugier asserts, “The ethics of care is 

[…] a politics of the ordinary and a politics of vulnerability […] based on an analysis of the 

historical and political conditions” (Laugier 208). Although Mouawad’s work reflects the 

politics of the ordinary, it does not lose sight of the politics of vulnerability that affect the 

 
45 “« Entretien avec W. Mouawad sur Le Sang des Promesses »” by Jean-François Perrier, Theatre-
contemporain, 2009, www.theatrecontemporain.net/spectacles/Littoral-Incendies-Forets/ensavoirplus/ 
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community his œuvre has at its core. In Moral Boundaries, Tronto analyses how caring about 

can also be seen through the lens of gender, race and class as the ability to care about public 

issues belongs to privileged (Tronto, Moral Boundaries 115) social categories. Out of the 

gained “privilege” that came along his status, Mouawad builds an architecture of sensible care, 

giving it visibility (Brugère and Le Blanc 80) throughout his initiatives and artistic initiatives. 

By making his identity marks and social work visible, Mouawad does not compromise 

the universal aspect of his care ethics. As Fabienne Brugère highlights in her recent research 

on care: “Le care n’est pas patriote ; il est local, relationnel, c’est pourquoi il est dans le même 

temps mondial” (Brugère and Le Blanc 84). Especially considering that care ethics has been 

criticized for being “white” (Bilge 2) and dominated by the Western perspective (Vosman 24), 

Mouawad manages to carve a space within care ethics in which he does not focus on the 

curative dimension of care, but in which he puts the social and the democratic at the core of his 

diasporic approach of care ethics in order to invite a diversity of expression, thus echoing Carol 

Gilligan's an ethic of care that promotes the “equality of voices”. As such, throughout the 

pandemic, by reaching more artistic experience and a more established status, as well as 

through a shift in his own care ethics, Mouawad’s ability to acknowledge his identity and the 

print it has left on his work is consciously assumed. 

Out of attentiveness and responsiveness, a Mouawadian approach to care ethics is 

mediated by language. Even when building the protagonist’s character, language and the 

impact of its loss on the identity of the character is primordial: “Harwan | ne parle plus l’arabe” 

(Seuls 96), and that fragmentation of the self is marked graphically through the dash. This is a 

conclusion the artist reaches as he revisits an event that marked him, when he tried to say the 

word “window” in Arabic and he failed to do so, during a meal with his sister and father, which 

triggered laughter among the family members (Seuls 49). 
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There is a constant concern for language and the loss thereof throughout the 

performance and the project: “J’ai appris à parler le français à l’âge de onze ans. J’ai cessé de 

parler l’arabe à l’âge de onze ans” (Seuls 86, 111).The repetition of these phrases that the artist 

cares so much about, over and over again, emphasizes the awareness and hyper awareness of 

the artist related to his individual experience yet universal diasporic experience, characterized 

by an extra-linguistic relationship (Gareau 110) to the world. Leaving Lebanon is directly 

associated with the loss of the mother tongue: 

Je me mets à écouter de la musique arabe. […] Ecoutant la chanson de Mohamed 
Abd el-Wahab je constate alors que si je suis incapable d’en comprendre les 
paroles, c’est précisément parce que nous avons quitté le Liban, et si nous avons 
quitté le Liban, c’est à cause de la guerre civile. (Seuls 49) 
 

The civil war is the event that seems to trigger the loss of the mother tongue, the storytelling 

necessity and the care that it relies on, while the performance which directly states the name of 

the country is a platform that allows him to experience the entire history of the Middle East 

(Seuls 79). “Harwan doit entrer en guerre pour une guerre intérieure, une guerre civile” (Seuls 

115): Mouawad’s uprooting, his refugee experience that led to Arabic being surpassed and 

replaced by French, are an intimate history that feeds, resonates and complements the project 

behind Seuls, which triggers a conscientious prise de conscience from the artist’s side who is 

highly aware of the past, as well as the present of the region he is originally from: 

au moment où je suis en train de prendre ces notes et de vivre avec tout cela, nous 
sommes en août 2006 et l’armée israélienne bombarde le Sud-Liban. Aucune des 
pièces que j’ai écrites ne comporte le mot Liban. Vouloir retrouver la langue 
maternelle, c’est peut-être, aussi, trouver le courage de renommer les choses, les 
noms des pays, les prénoms des voisins et les noms des animaux... (Seuls 78) 

 

As he tries to become the being he used to be in his mother tongue again, he has to become 

somebody else, again, which is a complex issue going beyond language as it is intimately 

related to identity, voice and body, all essential elements in performance. In Seuls “théâtre non 

texto-centrique” (Guay 43), the text is not enough to go to the core of the problem. This moment 
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in the explanation of the mise-en-scène is a direct reference not only to the country, but also to 

the artistic strategy drawing on care ethics. The author is building on an entire performance in 

which the boundaries traditionally established between the text and the scenography are 

dissolved, as they simultaneously rely on each other: looking at the final product, the published 

work, each element of the performance represents a piece of a scattered puzzle, necessary for 

the performance to emerge and take shape. 

The real universe Mouawad creates in Seuls is traversed by the imaginary, in its almost 

oneirical dimension, while the present is constantly haunted by the revisited heritage of the past 

and the unknown future, all in a multi-generic, multimedia and multilingual work that produces 

l’effet Lepage: 

C’est continuellement un désir ardent de vouloir colmater les déchirures, les peines 
et l’ennui profond que je ressens devant le monde dans lequel je vis. Ce monde 
m’ennuie et me violente et je n’ai pas d’autres moyens de lui résister qu’en créant 
des choses qui n’existent pas. C’est la seule voie qui me redonne un lien avec 
l’enchantement. (Freda and Mouawad 5) 

 

This wish to fix the world we live in, by addressing the tears, sorrows or deep boredom, paired 

with the desire to write and put into words the anguish that he felt as a teenager, draw on a 

hyper awareness vis-à-vis the world: “ce n’est ni la guerre ni l’exil ni la mort mais bien la 

littérature qui a éveillé en moi la littérature” (Seuls 110) In such a world, only beauty can 

produce beauty and continue the magic that discovering Kafka during adolescence had. 

Following this very model, care elicits care in Mouawad’s vision and care ethics artistic 

strategy. For instance, the scene titled “Pendaison” (Hanging) highlights the importance of care 

in the arts and theatrical universe, as well as the essential role the audience plays in the artistic 

process. In this scene, a spectator is invited to step on stage and make sure that the performer, 

when performing his role in which he has to hang himself, does not die, this way keeping both 

the performer and the performance alive by means of an expression of care through 

attentiveness and responsiveness. By showcasing care – mediated complex historical context, 
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mediated medical intensive care during coma, mediated family care – the artist extends care 

among the audience, offering a reminder that the stage is not an accessory to the world we live 

in, it is a screen for the humanist theater the artists carefully craft and which allows for the 

reframing of the world they envision. 

With this objective in mind, going against “Indifférence à tout.” (Seuls 92), Mouawad 

provides the etymology of the word “écouter” (Seuls 37) meaning to direct your attention to 

something. Whereas Gilligan’s perspective on care ethics draws on gendered anthropology, by 

contrast, Tronto puts forward an anthropology of human needs in which the social dignity of 

care implies that care refers not only to a being’s needs, but also to the political space in which 

listening to needs has to become a true possibility. Furthermore, etymologically “écouter” also 

means to apply yourself to observe, which highlights a care ethics strategy behind the Seuls 

project: 

Le regard que tu sens fixé sur toi, c’est le mien. C’est moi. Je suis un spectacle que 
tu vas écrire, mettre en scène et jouer toi-même... seul ! Tout seul ! (Seuls 85) 

 

This spectral figure that haunts the artist in the form of a fantasized image of a child-alter ego 

is driving the process of writing. Mouawad depicts how his prise de conscience stems from a 

care ethics strategy underpinned on introspection that triggered a solo performance in the 

Lepagian vein, a style essential to Seuls. The Quebecois artist is situated in a liminal space 

between reality, fiction and autofiction, given that Harwan's PhD dissertation uses as a generic 

title “Le Cadre comme espace identitaire dans les solos de Robert Lepage,” a mark of his 

French-speaking academic heritage. This pretext, a homage to Mouawad’s artistic inspiration, 

injects elements of humor and irony within the performance at first: the performance is 

presented as Harwan’s monologue. He is naked, in front of the audience, for his dissertation 

defense (Seuls 125), a scene ironically titled “Conclusion”, given that the graduate student has 

not managed to reach such a step in his research. Humor is carefully inserted in the presentation 



 
 
 

61 
 

of the dissertation, using a familiar register of Québécismes which establishes the context of 

the Neo-Canadian diasporic student, while also alleviating the serious and complex historical 

context behind the lines: 

Né en 1957, Robert Lepage a été formé au Conservatoire d’art dramatique de 
Québec. Et c’est à partir de là, déjà, que ça commence à chier car, malgré la richesse 
de mon sujet, je me sens dans l’obligation de m’arrêter ici, n’ayant pas trouvé ma 
conclusion, ce qui, en d’autres termes, mesdames et messieurs, signifie que je suis 
plutôt pogné dans une grosse marde puisque je commence à comprendre qu’il 
n’existe sans doute pas de conclusion à ma thèse, cette hostie de thèse reposant 
finalement sur une théorie qui est en train de totalement crisser le camp, tabarnac 
!  
Il se défenestre. (Seuls 127) 

 

Despite the fact that his research lacks a conclusion, which may be subtly questioning the 

research model promoted by Western academic institutional conventions, Harwan makes a 

strong point about his research motivation in the first place: researching, writing and defending 

his dissertation allowed him to express his perspective related to issues such as living with the 

Other while accommodating our differences or, in other words, the “vivre ensemble” (Seuls 

125) which Mouawad cares deeply about in his œuvre. This seems to define care as 

“interrogation”, a constant preoccupation with looking into depth. 

For a Quebecois audience, such an introduction would trigger commentaries on the 

word choice. For instance, the line describing Lepage as a “figure théâtrale sur la scène 

canadienne et internationale[...] québécoise et internationale” (Seuls 125, 127) hints at the 

national context while also injecting a note of humor hiding criticism. So is the word Harwan 

chooses, “accommoder” which to a local audience would be a reference to the Commission 

Bouchard-Taylor, officially “Commission de consultation sur les pratiques d'accommodement 

reliées aux différences culturelles” (2007). Mouawad’s own careful questioning led to a 

Lepagian emulation as his mentor influenced the narrative framework of the performance in its 

form and motifs such as the solo, the everyday situation and linguistic register, the use of aural 

elements (sounds, videos) and screens (membranes, wooden panels, windows, curtain of the 
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coma), the democratization of various elements of the performance against the supremacy of 

the written script. 

By subscribing to performative art, Seuls is a creation stemming from the crossroads 

where reality and fiction meet, characterized by the mélange of various artistic mediums where 

the element of frame is omnipresent, starting with the dissertation title, to the scenography 

made up of various screens and windows (both literally and figuratively, in the background, in 

the vocabulary used, in the stage directions, in the video projections in abyme, the photomaton 

or Rembrandt’s painting), all the way to the movements of the protagonist performer who 

paints with his body and inscribes his own frame on stage: in other words, he carefully reframes 

his existence in a performative universe that the stage gives way to. 

As Harwan is trapped in the in-between state of coma, by going through the scenes 

Voyage, Corps, Conscience and Esprit, he manages to tell his life story, a childhood odyssey, 

that allows him to gradually return to his imaginary country of origins and mother tongue and 

the place that awaits his return, all while he reframes his existence. George Banu’s definition 

of quest versus odyssey (“La quête, c’est la tentative de découvrir le monde; l’odyssée, c’est la 

tentative de rentrer chez soi”, Seuls 45) draws on Mouawad’s odyssean nature of his œuvre in 

which the care ethics aims not to let itself overwhelmed by melancholy (Seuls 36). In a way, 

the artist hints at the melancholic mourning (Siskind 221) that Harwan is undergoing 

throughout the performance, not only as a consequence of the traumatic experience of the civil 

war and the exile that ensued, but also a mode of acknowledging past and present identity issues 

while anticipating the subjectivity and affect of the protagonist. 

The reviews following the performances at the Festival d'Avignon and the Théâtre 

d'Aujourd'hui in 2008 describe Mouawad’s acting as “d'une intense présence physique […] 

forme d'expression plus viscérale […] d'une puissance saisissante” (Brault 128-133), especially 

considering the second part of Seuls. If we consider the protagonist’s reaction at the Hermitage 
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in front of Rembrandt’s painting as the pivoting point which witnesses the comatose 

interchange between the father and the son, then the major contrast that operates between the 

first and the second parts of the performance echoes a change in how care is being performed. 

In the first part, Harwan is in his rather modest apartment where he has just moved in; 

he is coping with a breakup, a strenuous relationship with his father and graduate work, while 

he is having a hard time adulting and trying to figure out how to set his answering machine 

which punctuates the scenes with its repetitive message: “Bonjour, vous êtes chez Harwan, 

laissez votre message après le signal sonore.” (Seuls 133) The siblings' dynamic displays 

numerous gestures of care, starting with the languages used in code-switching, as Harwan and 

Layla speak both Arabic and French, which is marked in the stage directions too (e.g. the stage 

directions indicate “(in Arabic)” while the lines are in French): 

Voix de Layla (en arabe). Alors… tu es où?... 
Il décroche. 
Harwan. Ça n’a pas sonné! 
Voix de Layla (en arabe). Comment ça (en français) ça n’a pas sonné? (Seuls 129) 

 

If Layla’s speech is a masterclass in code-switching, Harwan is sticking to French in his lines, 

which gives an insight into the migration process diasporic youth are going through at different 

stages in their lives. Care is mediated through language because by using French, Layla makes 

sure her brother understands the message and is able to actively communicate, while the Arabic 

she continuously includes in her speech shows an everlasting bond to their identity and a 

commitment to keep their linguistic heritage alive at least in her sibling’s language input. Once 

Harwan is informed of their father’s stroke, he informs his sister and, by deciding “le premier 

qui arrive prévient l’autre” (Seuls 145), they convene to let each other know if there are any 

other updates, which is a gesture of care and responsiveness. 

Harwan. J’ai parlé avec le neurologue après ton départ / Papa est dans le coma / Il 
faut attendre / Ils ne savent pas/ Il est vieux Layla / Je vais commencer par remettre 
mon voyage / S’il meurt? / La dernière chose que je lui aurais dite c’est “merde” 
en lui raccrochant le téléphone au nez. (Seuls 145) 
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The regret Harwan feels for what he had said to his father on their last phone call stems from 

care too, but in terms of a father-son relationship, they have a hard time expressing the care 

they feel for one another, although that is present in the way in which they formulate their 

thoughts. For instance, the father keeps thinking of care as a definition of sacrifice and, 

throughout the performance, he keeps repeating that he had sacrificed his previous life in 

Lebanon for his children’s happiness: 

Avant, j’avais mon bureau à Beyrouth […] et j’ai tout perdu pour le bonheur de 
mes enfants! J’ai tout sacrifié pour le bonheur de mes enfants! (Seuls 147) 

 

However, care fails. Care is perceived as an incongruity in terms of generational values and if 

the father considers sacrifice to come with a loss for the family’s sake, the son perceives it as 

an inability to be himself because the language of care does not translate from one generation 

to the other: 

Papa / Ton époque n’est pas la mienne / Je rajouterai la culpabilité /Tout / Si j’avais 
vécu la guerre ce serait peut-être plus simple / Papa, j’ai trente-cinq ans, je t’appelle 
pour te dire que je ne peux passer te voir parce que je travaille et tu m’engueules 
[…] A chaque conversation, tu me rappelles que je n’ai pas vécu la guerre. Je pose 
un geste, tu me dis que ce n’est pas le geste que tu aurais posé. Je lève un bras tu 
me dis que j’aurais dû le baisser, je pars tu me dis que je dois rester je reste tu me 
dis que je dois partir! / Je ne dis pas ça, je dis juste qu’il est difficile de poser un 
geste qui soit précisément à moi, tu vois ce que je veux dire? Je veux dire qu’est-
ce qui est à moi aujourd’hui ? / Non / Très peu de choses sont à moi […] je vais 
faire exactement ce que je veux, merde! (Seuls 135-136) 

 

By highlighting the corporeal dimension of their language, Harwan shows the untranslatability 

of even the body language that is utterly different between their generations – the Lebanese in 

exile and the first-generation Neo-Canadian diasporic Lebanese youth. For instance, during a 

phone call with Lepage’s assistant, Harwan synthetases his identity as: “Harwan / Libanaise / 

La guerre” (Seuls 133), which further deepens the effect of identity fragmentation and the lines 

of demarcation in the protagonist’s fragmented identity that the world has access to when 
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interacting with diasporic individuals. Exile seems to be a solo like the performance (while 

exilic identity is a performance of belonging, passing for, being integrated), despite the 

collective experience of the entire family, joining Said’s perspective that “exile is a solitude 

experienced outside the group: the deprivations felt at not being with others in the communal 

habitations.” (Said 177) If at first sight, this seems like a typical argument that displays a 

conflict of generations, looking carefully into “precisement à moi” emphasizes the 

protagonist’s fragmented identity, which his own body is disassociated from. He struggles to 

reach authenticity and reframe his being into a new experience for which he has not received 

any guidelines. 

The hypothesis expressed is a strong indicator of trauma – “Si j’avais vécu la guerre ce 

serait peut-être plus simple” – as the children experienced the Lebanese civil war too and it left 

a mark on their recollections and their whole identity. The son has a very vivid memory of the 

bomb that fell close to their home when they still used to live in Beirut: 

Et même quand la bombe est tombée dans le jardin, tu te souviens de la bombe, 
papa? Celle qui est venue tout déraciner si fort qu’on a tous cru, pendant trente 
seconds, que maman était morte tellement on l’avait entendue hurler, même là je 
me suis dit que ce n’était pas une bombe, que c’était une étoile filante […] Ça aurait 
été bien de te dire tout ça “avant”. J’ai un peu peur qu’il soit trop tard. L’exil c’est 
peut-être ça: l’impossibilité de rattraper le retard. Mais tout n’est pas perdu. Je veux 
dire, papa, qu’est-ce qui se serait passé si on n’avait pas quitté le Liban? (Seuls 
150) 

 

The destruction of the garden was a synonym for Harwan’s destroyed childhood and the reason 

why the family was forced to find refuge. It represents a point of no-return as the civil war and 

the exile turned his whole universe upside down, shifting his references which prevented him 

from defining his identity. Such reflection on exile and all the possibilities that could have 

taken over their destinies had they not decided to leave Lebanon (for instance, would the father 

have kept his status in Beirut? Would Harwan have become a painter?) begs the following 

question: is fleeing a country torn by the civil war self-care? Based on Seuls, it would seem 
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that it is the ultimate gesture of self-harm in the hope of eventually and potentially exercising 

self-care. Caring for the father is saying everything Harwan should have said “avant” the 

stroke, namely speaking their mother tongue, putting their fears and traumas into words, 

dissecting what exile meant for them. 

Caring about the loss of the mother tongue and placing the return to the mother tongue 

at the center of the protagonist’s own questioning draw on a reality that has been studied among 

Francophone writers. For instance, Lise Gauvin explores Francophone writers who do not 

express themselves in their mother tongue and she identifies the language of creation as a third 

language. In Gauvin’s vision, such authors are condemned to create their own language which 

reflects the complexity of their cultural identity and which she calls “francographie” (Gauvin, 

L’écrivain 9), as the third language of creation and expression is mediated through French. 

Harwan constantly communicates in a mix of academic-level French, Arabic, Quebecois, 

oneiric imagery, body language and performance given that to him corporeality and the verbal 

intertwine, even as a concept of a third language would fail to acknowledge the needs of 

expression of diasporic generations. 

Care, then, is remembering. The son keeps repeating “Te souviens-tu ?” (Seuls 139) 

thus establishing a strategy of transmission and historicization, memory and self-

consciousness (Gareau and Gusdorf 114): 

Harwan. Te souviens-tu du parfum des figuiers sauvages ? […] Te souviens-tu des 
prénoms des voisins ? Te souviens-tu des noms des animaux ? [...] Te souviens-tu 
de la couleur du ciel ? (Seuls 136-139) 

 

If these lines were not written by Mouawad, the audience would imagine a Mediterranean 

landscape due to the vagueness of the terms used to describe the characters’ recollection. This 

strategy seems to exemplify the goal of care ethics to deliver the universal rather than the 

particular to an audience unfamiliar with Lebanon. For Harwan, who left Lebanon during 

childhood, such a description is dominated by imaginaries of home and evokes abstract 
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realities, memories, and sensations, which create a nostalgic effect. Despite Mouawad’s desire 

to avoid poetry and to stick to a strictly banal language, simplicity has an unbeatable poetic 

power that the scenes surrounding the coma transmit through their lines, while the bitter-sweet 

humor resonates with Mouawadian style through and through. 

Harwan. Bonjour papa. C’est Harwan. Tu m’entends? 
Silence. 
Il parait qu’il faut continuer de te parler comme on te parlait avant. Seulement voilà: 
avant on ne se parlait pas beaucoup. On dit aussi qu’il vaut mieux parler dans ta 
langue maternelle. Je veux bien, mais mon arabe risque plutôt d’aggraver ton 
coma… 
Silence. […] 
Papa, c’est Harwan. Tu m’entends? Tu es dans le coma. Ça aussi on m’a dit de te 
le dire. Papa, écoute-moi: tu es dans le coma et te le dire me déchire le cœur. (Seuls 
147-148) 

 

In this familial dynamic, care means truth, verbalizing pain and putting trauma into words, 

while placing the other’s wellbeing above one’s own. As such, the son displays his limited 

proficiency in Arabic in the hope of providing care for the loved one, despite their complicated 

relationship: 

tout n’est pas perdu… Je vais essayer, papa… Je vais essayer… (En arabe) Tu es 
ne au Liban en 1928[…] tu es devenu… (En français) Représentant commercial! 
Comment on dit ça en arabe: “Tu es devenu représentant commercial”… Tu vois? 
C’est toujours comme ça! (Seuls 150-151) 

 

This example clearly illustrates how the lack of perfect bilingualism paralyzes the diasporic 

first generations, preventing them from being in touch with their heritage as there are no means 

of mediation in the absence of language. “Faute de penser l'autre, on construit l'étranger” (Augé 

172) By recalling an incident in Canada when the shopkeeper discriminated against him (“vous 

n’êtes pas d’ici, vous”, “Non. Je ne suis pas d’ici”, Seuls 153), Harwan is the living proof of 

how difficult the acculturation process is for his generation too. Transplanted into the First 

World, he articulates his situation with a pinch of irony and bittersweet humor. 

quand je pense à toi, je te vois au Liban. […] Beyrouth et la mer… ici, c’est 
quarante centimètres de neige et quand ils annoncent qu’il ne fera que moins cinq 
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degrés à la radio, c’est le bonheur absolu! Ca suffit ce petit bonheur de pauvres, je 
veux dire il y a une limite à se contenter de peu! (Seuls 148-152) 

 

What matters most is Harwan’s attempt to meet his father halfway, not his failure to 

communicate in his mother tongue and, when language fails, art takes over, here in the form of 

music. In the hospital ward, the son takes out of his bag a music player, puts its speakers closer 

to his father, kneels down, hugs and kisses him, while the audience can hear Mohamed Abd el-

Wahab’s music (Seuls 153). Despite the Arabic music in the background, Harwan and the 

father switched roles and now the son is intubated, receiving intensive medical care as he is in 

a coma. In the background, Layla’s and their father’s voices: the father shows his care by trying 

to explain his perspective, but, unlike Harwan, in a language lacking emotion. This register is 

not necessarily deprived of love, but marked by that reservation that might be typical of 

generations unaccustomed to expressing their feelings and showing care other than through 

gestures. 

Voix du père. Harwan, c’est papa. Harwan, c’est papa qui veut que tu te réveilles 
et que tu entendes ce que je veux te dire. Réveille-toi. 
Voix de Layla. Harwan, les médecins nous ont dit qu’il va falloir qu’on continue à 
te parler comme on le faisait avant, parce qu’entendre des voix, ça va t’aider. 
Harwan, c’est ta sœur, c’est Layla, Harwan, écoute-moi, tu as eu un accident, c’est 
un accident que tu as eu, Harwan, tu es dans le coma, on nous dit qu’on doit te le 
dire. (Seuls 161) 

 

Stating the harsh truth is what caring is in terms of medical realities. That is the sister’s task. 

By talking to him mostly in French (as a common language and communication tool) and 

mixing in some Arabic (an emotive language related to intimacy), she tries to care for her sick 

brother.  

(En arabe) Tu sais à quel point on t’aime. (En français) Je vais t’apporter demain 
des anecdotes, pour te faire sourire, voir si tu m’écoutes. (Seuls 168) 

 

Apart from speaking to him, Layla also prepares him Lebanese food, kebbe arnabye, while 

trying to keep him connected to the family through gestures of care. Harwan is trapped in that 
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comatose state, in a huis clos visually marked by screens and curtains that he cannot escape 

from. The only frame that short circuits the scene is the word Harwan could not remember in 

Arabic, “window”. The stage directions indicate that the protagonist throws himself out of the 

window, “se défenestrer” (Seuls 128), a radical gesture of self-harm that dominates the final 

part of the performance. 

The second part of the performance, once the roles are reversed, is a display of self-

harm, triggered by coma and the painful diving into the past: in the absence of text, lines or 

spoken language, the dripping/body art/happening moves the plot forward as Harwan’s body 

collapses and performs a rather violent physical choreography. Reviews have labeled the 

performance as visceral, excessive, full of pathos and clichés (Couture 149-153): 

Il trouve un cutter. Il s’ouvre les commissures des lèvres. Il laisse tomber le cutter. 
De la peinture blanche tombe de sa bouche. […] Harwan est abasourdi par ce 
qu’il vient d’entendre. Il se lève. Sa main attrape un couteau. Il erre. Il s’arrête. Il 
se crève les yeux : ses yeux saignent. Il s’éventre. Il erre le couteau enfoncé dans 
le bas-ventre. (Seuls 169, 171) 

 

A series of self-mutilation actions, reminiscent of Ancient Greek myths and drama, transform 

the tone of the performance as Harwan’s body, covered in red paint, twists, turns and writhes 

on the floor, simulating hyper-realistic gestures of self-harm such as stabbing and gouging out 

his eyes, piercing his body, opening his stomach with a large knife, slitting the corner of his 

mouth with a cutter, asphyxiating himself with a bag, all of this while having the dissertation 

pages scattered in the background, with spurts of vivid colors such as red, green, yellow, white. 

As he inflicts pain and violence on his own body, in a gesture of self-harm, the performer also 

transmits violence to the audience, forced into an empathic position (Ritter 81-96), that has to 

bear the discomfort throughout the performance that invites them to be part of Harwan’s inner 

revolt through a radical questioning of oneself and the world. Self-harm46, as part of the process 

 
46 Mouawad’s theatrical approach where the protagonist tries to turn himself into a specter by symbolically 
putting himself to death is reminiscent of Artaud’s “théâtre de la cruauté” directly addressed to the senses. It 
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of mourning, is followed by self-care, throughout “a mournful melancholic engagement” 

(Siskind 232) with the end of the protagonist’s world. 

Harwan se lave. Son corps est rouge. Il écoute. […] Harwan se lève. L’esprit clair. 
Il se dirige vers le bain. Toujours les sons anciens. Il saisit un savon. Il se savonne 
longuement les mains. Il les rince. Il a les mains propres. L’esprit clair. Il est en 
proie à une joyeuse agitation. […] Il se saisit des pots de peinture. Il dépose sur 
les papiers éparpillés de sa thèse… (Seuls 168, 177) 

 

Painting is self-care and, at the end of the ritual that seems to promise the reconciliation of the 

protagonist with his identity, Harwan soaks himself in paint and transforms his damaged body 

into a paintbrush which allows him to go back to his roots and the passion he had for painting 

as a child in Lebanon and reframe his new identity. He paints the canvases through the 

movement of his body and even writes his name from right to left like in Arabic. As a last 

gesture, he is “le fils prodigue revenu vers les couleurs” (Seuls 184): he cuts open a canvas and 

enters it, which is a metaphor for self-harm. The process of mutilating the body allowed him 

to go beyond the painting, return to the mother tongue and therefore end the painful quest for 

identity shaped by the traumatic experience of exile. 

Identity is therefore mediated through language, as the protagonist participated in what 

Laurence Bougault calls “le mondain” (the worldly as a space of mediation between the logos 

and the cosmos, drawing on Jean-Luc Nancy’s “mondain”) which was altered by exile and 

exophony; as a result, Harwan feels the nostalgia of the pre-linguistic as well as pre-migratory 

phase during childhood when bodily expression could easily take over communication as it 

was not altered by the linguistic filter and so “l’art, au contraire du langage, est infra-

représentationnel et nonmondain” (Bougault 17). Despite the desire to return to oneself, present 

throughout the performance, not to mention the work being a solo, the performance title, Seuls, 

implies an inclusive plurality that challenges a potential singularity stemming from the title, 

 
also recalls Élisabeth Angel-Perez’s “théâtre post-linguistique”, in which the performance goes beyond the logos 
while trying to find other languages to create meaning. See Angel-Perez. Voyages au bout du possible, p. 171. 
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which characterizes Mouawad’s work. Harwan is on stage surrounded by his demons, his fears, 

his traumas and shadows of the past, inhabiting the stage: he is alone on stage, but his 

fragmented identity is even more striking in its multiplicity through the photos, videos and 

other extra-corporeal projections, through the voice recorded on the answering machine, as 

well as through the canvas. 

À l’origine quand je parlais du spectacle, je disais ‘le solo’ puis il a fallu préciser 
un peu pour des raisons de production. En rajoutant un “s” au titre, quelque chose 
d’autre était soudain raconté. Puisqu’il n’y a qu’un personnage sur scène, le titre 
nomme obligatoirement d’autres identités. De qui s’agit-il ? Le personnage et sa 
famille ou lui et un autre lui ? C’est nous tous, là, au théâtre, assis ensemble ? Le 
“s” ouvrait des fenêtres, donnait des possibilités de questionnement, des saveurs et 
de poésie.47 

 

As a type of “dialogisme hétéromorphe” (Guay 44) in which theatrical aesthetics is in dialogue 

with multi-media aesthetics or even “interartialité” (Burtin 67-93), Seuls puts at the center of 

the stage a plurality of fractured and fragmented perspectives which bring the performance to 

its collective dimension. Even if the notions of solo and solitude are considered the common 

ground the audience, the artist, the protagonist, and humanity in general share, the theater is 

the place of “rencontre,” where the borders between the stage, the audience space, and life get 

blurred, that reconciles the individuals in their shared humanity. 

In Seuls, Mouawad displays various forms of care: private (care within the family, 

either the children towards their father or the sibling and father towards the son), public (the 

curative intensive care provided in the hospital), as well as global (care for distant, unknown 

others who might be affected by similar issues, for instance, diasporic or migrant individuals, 

refugees or the Lebanese community); as such, it becomes apparent that in the globalized world 

which facilitates the access to the Other, global care48 allows the Mouawadian diasporic care 

 
47 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Jean-François Perrier for the Dossiers de presse Seuls, Theatre-
contemporain, February 2008, https://www.theatre-
contemporain.net/spectacles/Seuls/ensavoirplus/idcontent/11990  
48 See Pulcini. Care of the World. 
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to flourish and develop in his artistic initiatives, especially as “global age creates the objective 

conditions for the awakening of an empathic consciousness.” (Pulcini, Ethics of care 129) This 

perspective is a reminder that, in Mouawad’s vision drawing on care ethics and the imbalance 

between self-care and self-harm, no society can build its happiness by creating a world built on 

the pain of societies outside the First World. “Une politique du care ne peut se structurer qu’en 

ayant pour horizon la justice sociale.” (Brugère, Pour une société du care 71), which is the case 

of the Lebanese community and diaspora. Thus, holding himself responsible for not alleviating 

their traumas, Mouawad’s diasporic care ethics draws on an ethic of justice, as well as a 

diasporic need for contact or rather connectedness and a desire to exercise care through 

responsibility. 

 

 

The advantage of the times of terror that the world has been going through might be, as 

Wajdi Mouawad wrote in the manifesto of the Théâtre de la Colline, their power to reveal the 

open wounds of the present haunted by an unresolved past, the brokenness of the world unable 

to “make humanity”, the indifference of the first world in front of the endless conflicts that 

itself had created in the third world or, in other words, a lack of care. The world of theater has 

been affected by the ongoing pandemic all over the world, in certain countries more than in 

others; it would not be conceivable to see Theater with capital letter as a “health enterprise” 

and expect it to suture the lacerations, dress the wounds and soothe the pain of the victims 

affected themselves by the virus or other catastrophes. However, Mouawad’s attempt to turn 

Theater into a weaving machine that keeps the community together, through language, mises-

en-voix, prises de parole and performances, has given voice to the Théâtre de la Colline and 

established its pan-demic presence not only in the French capital, but in the Francophone world 

and beyond, thanks to numerous community-building initiatives. 
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Reclaiming his cultural identity as a Francophone Lebanese artist, Mouawad has 

registered a shift in his diasporic voice during the confinement that has triggered the 

reenactment of a ritual of unsilencing the past, as part of his care ethics and efforts for his 

country of origin. In fact, Mouawad’s own identity or “points of suture” has actively informed 

his practice of diasporic ethics of care that moves beyond national, linguistic and racial borders 

in the hope of repairing the world. Following Stuart Hall’s theory, Mouawad’s cultural identity 

is indeed a positioning rather than an essence: given the Western reasoning behind care ethics 

which underscores the universality of humanity that resides in all human beings, Mouawad’s 

diasporic ethics of care rethinks the human in terms of its transborder ability to reconnect with 

others and with the communities to which they belong. 

Mouawad’s redefinition of care during the pandemic inspires me to expand on what 

constitutes a dramaturgy of care. What theater brings to the theoretical framework of care is 

precisely this sense of community and belonging, of a live/lived and shared experience, relying 

on togetherness and kinship, as I showed by analyzing Mouawad’s pandemic initiatives. To 

Mouawad, theater is a space of metamorphosis: “Le théâtre comme théâtre. Non pas comme 

un espace mais comme un temps, celui de la métamorphose. Non pas comme un divertissement 

mais comme un engagement, celui de la rencontre.” (Farcet 86) Under the hopeful sign of 

encounters, theater represents a commitment, not only to the craft, but also to the Other and the 

community of origin, without which a pan-demic and universal humanity cannot be achieved 

in his vision. 
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Chapter 2. 

Theater as an agora for intergenerational dialogue –  

Caring for, about and with young audiences 

 

“L’enfance est un couteau planté dans la gorge, on ne le retire pas facilement” 

(Incendies): incisive, visceral, lucid, poetic, this quote wears the Mouawad signature. It might 

be one of the most famous quotations belonging to Wajdi Mouawad’s plays that placed him 

among the most well-established artists of his time. Mouawad acknowledges a preoccupation 

with verbalizing or finding the right words to describe the anxieties that overwhelmed him as 

a teenager (“Encore adolescent, je cherchais à mettre en mots les angoisses qui m’habitaient”; 

Seuls 110), which has driven a life-long creative and social project caring for, about and with 

the youth. This betrays, perhaps, his unique vision of care: mediation, dialogue and 

connectedness in the hope of building collective resilience. In this chapter, I will focus on his 

initiatives for, about, and with the youth, which dominated Mouawad’s pandemic activity. 

First, I will contextualize the movements that triggered Mouawad’s care for the youth 

and then provide a panoramic overview of his projects. I will then proceed by highlighting 

Mouawad’s notion of “empathy,” which he sees as an instrument to exercise care. I will explore 

it together with Michael Slote’s and Martha Nussbaum’s concept of “empathetic care,” which 

establishes that empathy is a prerequisite for care. 

I then analyze the care reflected in Mouawad’s early work for the youth, such as 

Pacamambo (2000) which delves into how the youth cope with the death of a loved one. I then 

move on to Alphonse (1996) which addresses infantile depression and suicide. I argue that by 

staging mental health, the play exercises social care for distant others and represents an appeal 

to the youth to hold onto their imagination, as well as the adults to keep rediscovering theirs. I 

then proceed by analyzing Un Obus dans le cœur (2017) which focuses on not only on the 
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ways in which teenagers embrace their Neo-Canadian identity, but also how they deal with the 

trauma of the Lebanese civil war, palliative care for their parents and care as a process of 

mourning and getting closure. 

Every one of his texts for the youth provided me with useful tools for understanding 

care redefined as an interest in co-creation, mediation aiming to build collective resilience, as 

well as a constant preoccupation with the flawed world we pass on to the next generation. By 

delving into theater for young audiences and devising projects with the youth, Mouawad 

develops a set of practices aiming to repair and maintain an ethically improved world. Thus, 

he rethinks care as creation, dialogue and transmission which could be rooted in his sense of 

responsiveness that targets social and cultural inclusion. 

My goal is to show that Mouawad’s redefinition of care (as care as a conscious choice 

to incite action and as a preoccupation with connectedness and mediation) aims to rethink the 

stage as an Agora, a space conducive to intergenerational dialogue, which I trace back to his 

work on Sophocles. Putting Mouawad’s socially engaged projects for the youth in conversation 

with Tronto’s reflection on the structural responsibility to accomplish caring tasks, I argue that 

Mouawad aims to rethink the place Theater represents in today’s world. By transforming 

theater and the space of theater as a caring space that allows or at least attempts to achieve 

social healing, he reveals throughout his work an extraordinary ability for empathy, drive and 

willingness to understand and exercise care which enables him to confront, without naivety or 

fear, the complex and painful issues the world is going through. 
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Does care prompt civic action?  

– Care redefined as mediation and interaction via TYA49 initiatives 

La jeune troupe de La Colline 

The public who had the chance of discovering Mouawad in the past few years might 

know him for cultural mediation initiatives. One of the aspects to which Mouawad dedicated a 

lot of care during the ongoing pandemic is youth, which triggered the development of a new 

company/troupe, namely La jeune troupe de La Colline. As described in the press release, this 

project originated as an aftermath of a youth and student movement, “Occupé”50. The months 

during which La Colline was occupied by temporary or seasonal theater workers, students and 

young people, enabled a careful reflection on what goals, values and ambitions La Colline has, 

especially as a national theater. 

The occupation of the institution gave rise to La jeune troupe de La Colline51, a project 

that aims to support emerging artists and encourage their integration on the professional market 

by giving them access to the resources offered by La Colline. Fully immersed in the life of the 

institution, the young troupe had the chance to explore what all the departments of the theater 

have to offer. They had meetings with the theater staff and discovered various facets of theater 

work and, depending on their aspirations (acting, directing or dramaturgy), could become 

involved in the creative projects of the theater. Apart from the research lab sessions specifically 

 
49 The acronym TYA stands for theater for young audiences and I will use it throughout my chapter. 
50 The movement started in March 2021 at the theater l'Odéon in Paris and later on spread to various other 
cultural institutions in Paris (Théâtre de la Colline) and in France (Théâtre national de Strasbourg, Théâtre 
Graslin in Nantes or Théâtre de la Cité in Toulouse). 
“Le mouvement d’occupation des théâtres pour réclamer la réouverture des lieux culturels s’étend”, Le Monde, 
12th March 2021, https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2021/03/12/le-mouvement-d-occupation-des-theatres-
pour-reclamer-la-reouverture-des-lieux-culturels-s-etend_6072951_3246.html 
51 The project is reserved for Francophone applicants under 30. As part of the recruitment process, the applicants 
are required to send a video in which they read an excerpt from a text, as well as their personal response to the 
question “Croire en quoi?”/ “Ce en quoi je crois” (Believing in what? / What I believe in). For the first cohort, 
the project's artistic coordinator Lucie Digout selected 18 out of 1800 participants, which allowed them to 
participate in a three-day workshop at La Colline in December 2021. Following an audition, a jury selected 6 
young talents from France, Belgium and Quebec (First Cohort, 2021) who were hired for ten months and 
remunerated according to the Jeune Théâtre National scale. 
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designed for their cohort, la jeune troupe was offered personalized support by Lucie Digout 

and Wajdi Mouawad. The jeune troupe participated in various artistic opportunities52 

(Rencontres européennes de la création artistique, Agora jeunesse, Au creux de l’oreille Acte 

II, À la vie à la mort), some of which I analyzed in the previous chapter. 

In Mouawad’s words, the project of la jeune troupe carves a space for individual and 

collective development, a fertile ground for the future. “J’ai foi en cette émulation, qui donnera 

à la troupe la possibilité de créer, d’expérimenter. J’ai vraiment espoir que chacun se révèle et 

donne envie aux suivants de créer quelque chose à leur tour.”53 La jeune troupe is not the only 

project Mouawad has developed in response to recent movements, however, in the hope of 

triggering the “émulation” that he cares so deeply about. In June 2021, La Colline published 

Mouawad’s own reflections titled “Se retrouver”, concerning the place Theater and the theater 

he leads occupy, following the eighty-two days of the Occupé movement. 

Pour l’équipe de La Colline qui a tenté tout au long de cette occupation de garder 
la juste place, il s’agit à présent de comprendre ce que cet événement signifie. Si 
un théâtre est le lieu où peuvent s’exprimer toutes les exigences, certaines des 
revendications portées par les occupants nous ont forcés à nous questionner : Quel 
sens notre théâtre peut-il avoir au sein de la société ? Quelle place la jeunesse a-t-
elle au sein des institutions ? Comment rendre compte de ce que cette présence a 
bouleversé dans la perception que nous avions de ce que nous appelons « la 
jeunesse »? Leur occupation aura révélé des angles morts nous forçant à nous 
demander comment nous allions dès à présent incarner cette prise de conscience 
pour que cela ne reste pas lettre morte.54 (emphasis added) 
 

Throughout this response emerges the carefulness with which Mouawad chooses his words as 

he formulates his thoughts on the impact the movement had on the institution and on himself 

as an artist and theater director, which he underscores by making reference to the entire team. 

 
52 The jeune troupe benefitted from the presence of the artists hosted by La Colline which allowed them to 
attend master classes, creative residencies and rehearsals with them (Oriol Broggi, the artistic director of La 
Perla 29; director Khalil Cherti). The jeune troupe was directly involved in the fall performances, as assistant 
directors of Anouk Grinberg’s Et pourquoi moi je dois parler comme toi? or as actors in Wajdi Mouawad’s 
Racine carrée du verbe être or Boulevard Davout. 
53 “Jeune troupe de La Colline”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/en/node/1461 
54 “Se retrouver”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/se-retrouver 
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For instance, “garder la juste place” shows not only carefulness, but also a complex perception 

of the extent to which a theater’s role goes beyond its well-known functions by revealing blind 

spots and propelling awareness among the public at large, while also involving the youth in its 

creation. 

Colloque 

By considering the occupants’ departure as a beginning and not an end, Mouawad 

underlines the fact that to him the reopening of La Colline cannot be done without a gesture by 

the youth and towards the youth, whose plurality he acknowledges by using the plural, “Les 

jeunesses”55: he calls that a ritual that allows us to listen to what young people are going 

through, namely the “Rituel de la parole.”56 This concept hints at the Colloque jeunesse created 

by La Colline in Spring 2018 for 18- to 27-year-olds as a space of expression, animated by 

topics that the youth care about such as identity, gender, decolonial and anti-racist thought or 

art as a vector of emancipation. Mouawad claims that “Si j’ai voulu faire ce colloque jeunesse, 

c’est que cet âge-là est l’âge de l’héroïsme”57 , although La Colline insists on the independent 

nature of the position it assumed as well as its approach. The participants are guided by the 

team who provided them with resources and logistical support available throughout the 

program, without intruding into the working methods, themes or forms the young participants 

choose. For instance, the first edition revolved around “À quoi jouez-vous? – Paroles 

fragmentées d’une jeunesse”, a title under which the participants tried to elaborate a “Manifeste 

de nos jeunesses”, discussed their claims concerning their uneasiness in the current performing 

society, their attempts at tracing alternatives to the productive economic model of productivity, 

their critique of the (il)legitimacy of the private and mediatized word, the stigmatized body and 

 
55 “Se retrouver”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/se-retrouver 
56 Idem. 
57 “Ce qui nous lie colloque jeunesse #3”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/ce-
qui-nous-lie-colloque-en-cocon 
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the reappropriated insult, as well as their opinions about politics, commitment and projects for 

the future of the world in which we live. A year later, the event was dedicated to “Ceux qui 

brûlent – discussion, projections, récits, installations et musique”, while in 2020, the 

colloquium expanded its range and included francophone participants from Mali and focused 

on the theme “Ce qui nous lie – colloque en cocon” throughout which they discussed the 

construction of the self and relatedness, domination, femininity and masculinity, environment, 

social and territorial classes, as well as diversity. 

In his words, what this project cares about and strives towards is empathy mediated 

through freedom of expression: 

Depuis un certain nombre d’années, j’ai eu à cœur de développer des projets en 
direction de la jeunesse. J’ai, avec cette génération, un attachement tout à fait 
particulier, né de mon propre rapport avec l’adolescence, les souvenirs que j’en ai 
et les traumatismes que je porte. L’idée centrale est toujours la même : celle de 
l’empathie. […] leur donner la parole. C’est-à-dire de les amener à avoir confiance 
en leur capacité de dire, de raconter et de réaliser leur singularité et celle des 
autres.58 

 

I would like to underline the use of the notion “empathy”, which Mouawad uses as an 

instrument to exercise care, especially as he is redefining care as democratic and inclusive. If 

empathy represents a means of discovering the Other and, as a consequence, recognizing the 

Other as being different, then being aware of the difference and acknowledging the emotions, 

feelings, thoughts and desires of the Other - something that we have in common in our shared 

humanity - then care relies on our capacity for empathy. In their research, Michael Slote and 

Martha Nussbaum (Nussbaum 302) look into the concept of empathetic care which establishes 

that empathy is a prerequisite for care, while a demand for justice originates in empathy as 

well. In this endeavor, theater becomes more than a public space that hosts the colloquium: to 

generations that have inherited a complex, both traumatized and traumatizing century, it 

 
58 “Ce qui nous lie colloque jeunesse #3”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/ce-
qui-nous-lie-colloque-en-cocon 
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becomes an institution the youth associates with a safe space to express themselves, it gives 

them the possibility to take part in its various activities, to meet other young people they can 

relate to, to contribute to a meaningful exchange; it recognizes their differences and what they 

have in common through a shared humanity and, by giving them access to a rather inaccessible 

space, it helps reinforce their renewed bond with society. This program celebrates the passage 

of the seasons at La Colline, which Mouawad wanted to symbolically associate with the 

equinox by dedicating the Spring to the youth. 

Agora jeunesse 

The Colloque jeunesse is at the core of Agora jeunesse: a project devoted to youth that 

started in 2021, Agora revolves around eight young volunteers who discuss themes they care 

about with the audience. This context fuels exchange and opens possible avenues of dialogue 

with the audience around the question “Ce qui fait humanité”. La Colline defines it as a ritual 

of speech that allows us to hear what young people experience and go through. The entire 

theater stage is transformed into an agora, a space conducive to dialogue about what young 

people find essential to their lives, allowing a democratic “conversation sans hiérarchie entre 

ceux qui parlent et ceux qui écoutent”59. The agora, aiming to free the participants from 

conventions in order to allow them to debate on generational issues in a safe space, reflects the 

ancient Greek public market that carved a central space for gatherings or assemblies to discuss 

the social and political issues that concerned the life of the city. As such, Agora jeunesse draws 

on this model of discussion and, by insisting that there is no hierarchy between the speakers 

and the audience, it reinforces the democratic dimension of this public initiative to put the youth 

at the center of the theater’s space and life. Furthermore, as I have discussed in the introduction, 

“faire humanité” makes direct reference to ubuntu (Diagne 11-19) that, in Souleymane Bachir 

 
59 “Agora jeunesse”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/agora-jeunesse 
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Diagne’s work drawing on Desmond Tutu and Nelson Mandela’s concept, reinforces the idea 

of making humanity together by creating a shared humanity with the other human beings. 

The project itself raised the question of radicality60, namely what it means to be radical 

in today’s realities and to what extent it is necessary, despite the negative connotation of the 

term. Given the disconnect between youth and the priorities of the current political leaders, 

Agora also looked into the ways in which “l’engagement” (commitment) could and should be 

reinvented. The project allowed the participants to question France’s position, given its colonial 

past, to be transparent, acknowledge the gaps in narrative and take responsibility for “les non-

dits de l'histoire” and the ways in which it contributes to the distorted construction of the 

Francophone collective memory. Agora also discussed the impact of conventions within 

families, as well as the importance of mental health, silenced both within a family and society 

at large. As it was designed in keeping with the times the young generations are going through, 

the Agora included readings delivered by the Jeune Troupe de La Colline and, not shying away 

from the current political context61. 

Les jeunes reporters de La Colline 

Involved in the Agora were also Les jeunes reporters de La Colline62, another one of 

the numerous projects for and with the youth that Mouawad leads. Up to twenty young 

volunteers aged 16 to 25 are given the opportunity to attend performances, participate in 

workshops, discussions and various programs organized with guest artists and other 

intellectuals associated with the theater. Most importantly, they are given a platform to 

articulate multiple perspectives and angles of reflection around the projects the theater 

 
60 The free discussion, enriched by readings and other resources showcasing authors such as Judith Butler, 
Monique Witting, Kateb Yacine, Ocean Vuong, bell hooks or Aurelian Barrau, revolved around notions such as 
la radicalité, jeunesse et classe politique, les non-dits de l'histoire, santé mentale, famille. 
61 For instance, the intervention of the members of the Mriya collective was formed in support of Ukraine. 
Furthermore, the Slavic fusion and polyphonic music of the collective Les Babayki aim to appease the violence 
of political, ideological and geographical conflicts. 
62 “Les jeunes reporters de La Colline”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/les-ateliers-pour-
tous/les-jeunes-reporters-de-la-colline 
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organizes with and for the youth, while strengthening the bond between young people and the 

team of La Colline. 

Lycéens citoyens, sur les chemins du théâtre 

Driven by the desire to create links between young people from different backgrounds 

and to support social diversity, La Colline initiated another program for equal opportunities 

through theater (inclusion par l’éducation artistique et Culturelle, EAC) called “Lycéens 

citoyens, sur les chemins du théâtre” (2020). This program has been created under the sign 

“rencontre avec l’Autre”, so common in Mouawad’s evolution as an artist and theater director: 

the project allows general education as well as professional/vocational/technical high school 

students to discover and explore theater together. For some students who come from 

backgrounds and institutions that often have less access to arts and cultural education programs 

“Lycéens citoyens” is their first meeting with theater. The program is supported by Chœur à 

l'ouvrage whose funds are directed towards initiatives that bring together people from different 

backgrounds around cultural practices. “Lycéens citoyens” empowers the teenagers as 

members of audience to go beyond a passive function they may fulfil by encouraging them to 

speak out and analyze the shows they attend, performances of artists associated with La 

Colline63. 

Ainsi, le théâtre permet d’abolir les frontières mentales et sociales et donne 
l’occasion à ces jeunes de repenser leur place au sein du collectif sans préjugés sur 
ce qui leur est inconnu ou différent.64 
 

 
63 For example, Boulevard Davout by Collectif OS’O, Pour autrui by Pauline Bureau, Celle qui regarde le 
monde and Points de non-retour Thiaroye by Alexandra Badea and Mère by Wajdi Mouawad. It also gives them 
access to various resources, such as a one-week residency at the theater, meetings with the artistic, 
administrative and technical teams and the theater directors, acting and writing workshops led by actors Mathieu 
Ehrhard, Roxane Brumachon and Gabriel Washer, as well as playwright Olivia Baron, various performances, 
plus a documentary series - “journal de bord” conducted by Mélanie Péclat with the participants. 
64 “Lycéens citoyens, sur les chemins du théâtre”, La Colline - théâtre national, 
https://www.colline.fr/publics/lyceens-citoyens-sur-les-chemins-du-theatre 
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Apart from this project engaging high school students65, in the past few years, Mouawad 

has also led workshops with final year students of the Conservatoire National Supérieur d'Art 

Dramatique de Paris who performed in Mouawad’s Défenestrations (2015)66, and he continues 

his exchanges with the younger generation through collaborations with the Ecole Supérieure 

d'Art Dramatique de Paris, the University of Strasbourg and the MC93 in Bobigny. 

Avoir 20 ans en 2015 

Although theater practitioners who work with young audiences tend to specialize in this 

field, Mouawad has dedicated a part of his work to projects involving young audiences, out of 

his own approach to care ethics as dialogue and transmission. In a 2017 interview with Le 

Temps (letemps.ch), Mouawad admits that one of the reasons why he decided to take on the 

position of director at the Théâtre de la Colline a year earlier is because he wanted to continue 

his dialogue with the youth and, even more so, he is writing for this audience. 

Si j’ai pris la direction du Théâtre de la Colline à Paris, c’est aussi pour poursuivre 
ce dialogue avec la jeunesse. J’écris pour cet âge-là.67 
 

Furthermore, he mentions a five-year project of cultural mediation, namely “Avoir 20 ans en 

2015”, which he led with five groups of ten young people from Mons, Namur, Nantes, Montreal 

and Saint-Denis de La Réunion. At the time, Mouawad was an artist associated with Mons 

2015 European Capital of Culture and aspired to bring his entire “Sophocles Project” 68 to the 

stage. In the hope of echoing this large-scale dream, he came up with the idea of setting up a 

 
65 Reaching more than 200 students yearly, this program has expanded to partnerships with Grand Théâtre de 
Loire-Atlantique, la Comédie - Centre dramatique national de Reims and Théâtre National de Strasbourg. 
66 “Défenestrations”, CNSAD, https://cnsad.psl.eu/2020/02/02/defenestrations/ 
67 “Wajdi Mouawad, chasseur de nuit”, Le Temps, 3rd June 2017, https://www.letemps.ch/culture/scenes/wajdi-
mouawad-chasseur-nuit 
68 Mouawad at the time was working on the Sophocles Project, a Franco-Quebecois production including Des 
Femmes (Les Trachiniennes, Antigone and Électre - 2011), Des Héros (Ajax and Œdipe Roi) and Des mourants 
(Œdipe à Colone and Philoctète). Guided by the tragedies of Sophocles and pivoting on the notion of civic 
engagement, Wajdi Mouawad launched the project in co-production with partner theaters such as Le Grand T 
scène conventionnée (Nantes-France), le Théâtre de Namur/ Centre Culturel Régional (Namur – Belgium), Le 
Manège-Centre dramatique (Mons – Belgium), le Théâtre du Nouveau Monde (Montréal – Canada), les théâtres 
régionaux de La Réunion (Ile de la Réunion – France) and Au Carré de l’Hypoténuse – Compagnie de création 
(Paris – France), Abé Carré Cé Carré (Montréal – Canada). 
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“conseil de jeunes citoyen.ne.s”, a council of young citizens that would take part in a five-year 

initiation process, leading them from adolescence to adulthood. 

Unlike other similar initiatives Mouawad led, here diversity is at the core of the project 

as it reinforces the feeling of belonging to a community: 

Le débat sur la diversité qui s’en suit situe la culture, en tant que moyen de 
communication entre les membres des groupes socioéconomiques et des 
communautés ethnoculturelles, au cœur des stratégies visant à renforcer le 
sentiment d’appartenance et à stimuler l’adhésion à une identité commune. 
(Lafortune 11) 
 

Teenagers working with the company had the chance to develop their interests and grow thanks 

to this intuitive pedagogical practice carried out over a five-year period. The structure of the 

project was inspired by one of the lines from Incendies where a grandmother gives her teenage 

granddaughter precious advice to face life: “Apprends à lire, apprends à écrire, apprends à 

compter, apprends à parler. Apprends.” Thus, each city visited was linked to a theme, such as 

identity building, school, family, friendship and the future, as well as a verb: lire/read in 

Athens, a city of literacy; écrire/write in Lyon where printing developed; compter/count in 

Auschwitz where numbers have become a symbol of Shoah; and parler/speak in Dakar, famous 

for its oral traditions that are at the core of cultural and historical transmission. Over the five 

years, they were accompanied and in direct contact with Wajdi Mouawad, who asked them to 

answer certain questions, by writing, drawing, filming, singing etc. as they saw fit. The 

outcome of the project was not specifically theatrical, but rather social and cultural, as it 

provided the teenagers with an unforgettable understanding of the world and the issues that it 

was shaped by – the Shoah, the slave trade, civil war, etc. The aim was learning to think for 

oneself, civic engagement and meeting the Other69. Sophocles was present from the beginning 

till the end in this project, while Mouawad, after having devised the project in the same manner 

 
69 “Projet Sophocle: Avoir 20 ans en 2015”, Le Théâtre du Nouveau Monde, https://tnm.qc.ca/traces/projet-
sophocle-avoir-20-ans-en-2015  
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of staging a performance70, decided to step aside from the limelight, and left the space carved 

for the youth to the youth. By allowing the youth to embark on this journey, express themselves, 

explore their identity, open up to alterity and learning about living with the Other, Avoir 20 Ans 

en 2015 was meant to encourage “le questionnement citoyen chez les jeunes” (Bilodeau 3). 

Apart from looking into helping the youth figure out their identity individually, the 

artist carves a space – either in the text or on stage or through the socially engaged project for 

the youth – for the collective: like in a Greek chorus, the collective allows the teenagers to 

confront the issues at stake, to fight, to get lost, to find themselves and to solve conflicts 

together through dialogue. 

Le concept de médiation culturelle, examiné en fonction d’une expérience 
esthétique, se présente alors comme ce qui fonde le lien sensible entre des sujets 
membres d’une même collectivité, comme un des moyens pour maintenir la réalité 
du monde dans une double tension : celle de la relation des sujets à travers la 
relation interpersonnelle, d’une part ; celle d’une relation transcendante des 
membres d’une collectivité à leur passé et à leur devenir, d’autre part. (Caune 78) 
 

Such type of project “de participation active à la vie socioculturelle pour les populations même 

marginalisées” (Lafortune 211), relying on space, expression and encounter as main pillars, 

represents a device that invites the youth to have access to a space of empathy by moving from 

the individual to the collective, and from the collective to the individual (Colpé 30). Seen from 

the perspective of “médiation culturelle”, it draws on the importance of the artist’s 

responsibility as it gives the young participants access to the arts, while promoting the 

valorization and continuation of cultural practices. “Pour ces jeunes, c’est un interlocuteur 

 
70 The project led to an exhibition “Adolescence: la fabrique des héros”, organized during Mons 2015, as well as 
at the Théâtre de Namur in 2016; a case study, a book and a conference, plus a sociological documentary film: 
Exhibition “Adolescence, la fabrique des héros”, Théâtre de Namur, 
http://www.theaterdenamur.be/lafabriquedesheros2/ 
Colpé, Chloé. “La fabrique des héros : une étude sur vingt adolescents dans le sillage de Wajdi Mouawad.” Les 
Politiques Sociales, vol. 3-4, no. 2, 2018, pp. 25–36. 
Leroy, Marcel. En route avec Wajdi. Les Éditions Luc Pire, 2015. 
“Conférence magique de Wajdi Mouawad”, AGO formation, 29th August 2017, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bvirXpz9Nj0  
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crédible” (Lepage 319). Mouawad built his persona around cultural mediation devices and tools 

that are conceived to be inseparable from the figure of the artist. Care, for him, is mediation 

and “la médiation est ce qui conduit la parole du sujet vers l’autre qu’elle affecte et met en 

mouvement” (Caune 32). 

By distinguishing between different types of care – which to me seems that Mouawad 

might envisage as mediation and dialogue aiming to build collective resilience – care goes 

beyond the personal sphere of the intimate gestures of affection or practical gestures and 

routines of care and reaches a global dimension. As Tronto underlines, “Care also involves the 

larger structural questions of thinking about which institutions, people, and practices should be 

used to accomplish concrete and real caring tasks.” (Tronto, Caring Democracy 139) 

Mouawad’s initiatives care for, about and with the youth and he, as an established artist, sees 

his role not as a public figure in a position of transmission of knowledge to the teenagers, but 

as conducive to experimentation (Colpé 32) that allows the emancipation of the youth these 

initiatives are designed for and with. It is a position that comes with attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence, responsiveness, as well as the commitment of the artist towards the 

participants. 

From a care ethics perspective, Mouawad’s initiatives represent devices/systems placed 

somewhere in the liminality that characterizes the artist, at the crossroads of theater, education 

and civic initiative. The participants do indeed witness various artistic practices, but their 

experience goes beyond spectatorship and expansion of the audience through outreach projects 

as the lycéens, jeune troupe and young artists in becoming are challenged to 

interrogation/questioning, collective sense-building and self-introspection that emerge from 

the projects Mouawad leads. 

For Mouawad, “Avoir 20 ans en 2015” is a project that marked a turning point in his 

series of cultural mediation initiatives: 
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L’un de mes plus beaux projets, c’est celui que j’ai mené avec cinquante 
adolescents, entre 2011 et 2015. Cela s’appelait « Avoir 20 ans en 2015 ». Je 
marche sur une crête, d’un côté il y a la part sauvage de la création, de l’autre, il y 
a la transmission. Les deux sont essentiels.71 

 

In the interview, he underlines that there are two essential aspects to his dialogic approach, 

namely creation and transmission. Cultural mediation is a strategy of cultural action centered 

on exchanges and encounters between citizens and the cultural and artistic community. By 

delving into theater for young audiences and devising projects with the youth, Mouawad 

develops a set of practices aiming to repair and maintain an ethically improved world. Thus, 

he rethinks care ethics as creation, dialogue and transmission which could be rooted in his sense 

of responsiveness that targets social and cultural inclusion. 

To Mouawad, cultural mediation is undeniably related to youth: 

Là où la médiation culturelle prend à mes yeux un sens fort, c’est auprès des jeunes 
et en particulier des adolescents. […] Un des éléments fondamentaux passe par la 
nécessité de leur poser des questions. De leur donner la parole. C’est-à-dire de les 
amener à avoir confiance en leur capacité de dire, de raconter et de réaliser la 
particularité de leur trajet et ceux des autres. C’est donc une relation de longue 
haleine qui passe par un côtoiement assidu. La fréquentation du théâtre, la 
possibilité d’assister à des répétitions, de prendre part aux activités […]. Le théâtre 
devient pour eux un lieu de rendez-vous. Il fait partie de leur quotidien. Le but 
ultime consiste à ce qu’à leur tour ils donnent aux autres ce qu’ils ont reçu, […] les 
encourager à poser à leur tour des questions à ceux qui, comme eux, n’osent pas 
s’exprimer.72 
 

Mouawad’s work, whether cultural mediation initiatives or performances, is anchored in 

attentiveness, responsibility, competence, responsiveness, as well as a deep sense of 

connectedness or relatedness. As he mentioned in the interview, Mouawad aims to “continue” 

his dialogue with the youth, and his work with young audiences emanates from his œuvre and 

credo as a practical and pragmatic device and can be traced back to his early works. 

 
71 “Wajdi Mouawad, chasseur de nuit”, Le Temps, 3rd June 2017, https://www.letemps.ch/culture/scenes/wajdi-
mouawad-chasseur-nuit 
72 “Les jeunes reporters de La Colline”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/les-ateliers-pour-
tous/les-jeunes-reporters-de-la-colline 
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Does the TYA dramaturgy rely on care for the audience? – Care reflected in Mouawad’s 

TYA early work 

The public does not spontaneously associate Mouawad’s name with TYA, given the 

weight his quatuor and recent productions have and the numerous accolades he has been 

rewarded with, but his steadfast dedication to TYA had started ever since he worked at the 

Théâtre français du Centre National des Arts. 

In Canada, dramatic writing for young audiences has changed aesthetics and evolved 

in the past 50 years: if in the 1970s the marvelous tale-like universe dominated the 

performances for children, in the 1980s the theater for young audiences used realistic linguistic 

registers typical of young people and focused on social issues such as children’s rights, gender 

discrimination or abuse of power. A decade later, TYA sees a hybridization between fairy tales, 

deprived of the classic interpretation of their moral, and social themes, while in the years that 

followed playwrights tackle complex topics and difficult subjects, but the content is delivered 

by means of poetic language and dramatic devices, which is a style Mouawad’s TYA work 

subscribes to (DeRoy-Ringuette 119-129). 

In general, either in theaters or creative circles, theater for young audiences seems to 

be a niche put aside; as I delved into the existing research conducted on Francophone American 

theater, I noticed that there is a certain lack of recognition of such a genre; the published 

research conducted on Mouawad’s work for younger audiences reflects the same findings. 

When we talk about théâtre pour enfants, 

Néanmoins, le pour dérange, car il semble dévaloriser l’acte théâtral à destination 
des enfants et adolescents. […] Ça ne favorise pas une meilleure reconnaissance de 
la valeur du genre. Ce pour supposerait l’existence de mécanismes réducteurs qui 
s’exerceraient tant sur l’écriture que sur le jeu. Pourtant, les enfants s’avèrent 
souvent plus ouverts que les adultes à des propositions innovantes : un grand 
nombre des œuvres qui sont créées à leur intention le démontrent ; je n’en veux 
pour exemples récents que Pacamambo (2000) de Wajdi Mouawad. (Grégoire 
183–202) 
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Youth and adolescence are an omnipresent theme in Mouawad's artistic work and the 

questioning that emerges out of his care for this age group is a guiding light throughout his 

œuvre. Exile comes with an identity quest, and so seems to be, in Mouawad’s vision, 

adolescence. Fragmented, restructured, and multifaceted, these identities go through similar 

stages (loss, revolt, the promise of another world, and the need to tell one’s story) as they are 

trying to find their place and belong to a pre-existing, dysfunctional world. 

Throughout the corpus I analyzed in this thesis, Mouawad’s protagonists, regardless of 

their age, tend to be eternal adolescents who deal with exilic homelessness, who turn to creative 

self-expression in order to reconcile their identity facets between their Neo-Quebecois identity 

and a traumatic past, marked by the Lebanese civil war which is a recurrent theme that allows 

them to illustrate their experience of collective trauma and its aftermath on diasporic or exilic 

generations (Meerzon, The Exilic Teens 99-128). Such scenarios and protagonists might be 

easily identified in Littoral, Tous des oiseaux or Seuls, some of the most studied Mouawadian 

plays. 

(L)e voyage – lié à l’exil qui le poussa à l’âge de 10 ans à fuir avec sa famille le 
Liban en guerre – représente un enjeu essentiel pour se confronter au monde, aux 
autres et donc à lui-même. Dans son théâtre, l’artiste transcende cette question, 
parvenant à lui donner une universalité de propos. De l’errance à l’enquête en 
passant par l’exil comme expérience de la perte (de sa maison, d’un être cher, de 
l’enfance), ce cheminement éminemment identitaire pourra ainsi se partager. De 
telles préoccupations artistiques entrent en résonance avec la problématique 
adolescente, et il est donc intéressant de tenter le rapprochement entre ce sentiment 
d’exil et le territoire propre de l’adolescence. (Colpé 27) 
 

Briefly looking at Mouawad’s TYA works showcasing youth, I noticed that young 

protagonists either disappear, die or barely get rescued from death: for instance, in 

Pacamambo, Julie is hiding for many days in the building basement, almost getting asphyxiated 

near her grandmother’s corpse; in Alphonse, the eponymous character does not return from 

school because he decided to run away and live in the imaginary world of his alter ego; while 
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in Un obus dans le cœur, Wahab runs away from home because of the shock he suffered when 

he could not recognize his mother’s features as she was battling cancer. Furthermore, uniting 

the particular with the universal, the individual with the collective, there is an epic motif of the 

diaspora triggered by the Lebanese civil war underlying the tragic motif of the family conflict, 

which is a strategy trying to help adult and young audiences alike make sense of the senseless 

contemporary reality they inhabit. However, in Mouawad’s works for YA there is a tendency 

to avoid representing war on stage, opting for its sudden invasion of the present through 

memories and the ways in which it shaped the protagonists’ identities. The experience gained 

by numerous teenage protagonists, their feelings and emotions in front of various situations 

they find themselves in – strangeness, confusion, disbelief etc. – are explored by the artist in 

his texts. 

 

Pacamambo: Funeral care and therapy as self-care 

For instance, Pacamambo (2000), was originally conceived as a memory play with no 

music, telling the story of a young girl, Julie, who learns how to come to terms with loss and 

death in the family, as well as the temptation of suicide. Given the themes it revolves around – 

the initiation and marvelous dimension of the imaginary land Pacamambo; the moon and death 

as characters that make promises to the living; Le Gros, an anthropomorphized animal – it 

seems that choosing to borrow elements from fairy tales which help deliver the complex 

content to TYA is a care ethics strategy because it allows the target group to accept the 

intolerable (Bertin 20-25) thanks to the word play, the humor and the poetry of the language 

used. 

A reminder of Romain Gary’s La Vie devant soi (1975), Mouawad’s YA libretto 

premiered in 2002 in Montreal at the Musée de l'Art Contemporain with music composed by 

Zack Settel. The composer paid special attention to the rhythm and structure of the opera so 
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that it maintains the audience’s attention (Pascal 36). Also, considering the audience, the music 

accentuates and alleviates the moments of tension while borrowing rap elements (Pascal 29), 

which helps attracting older YA. The way in which the play is labeled, an “opera for 8- to 98-

year-old kids”73, pushes forward the idea that Mouawad’s TYA could totally be suitable for 

adult audiences as well, which triggers a larger reflection on the label TYA itself. I stand by 

my belief that theater for young audiences is theater. In these productions, however, the creative 

team, including the playwright, is aware and exercises care by taking into account the young 

public or, carefully craft the text that eventually becomes a performance according to what they 

as adults consider to be interesting enough so that audience is interested in the performance, 

intriguing enough to maintain their attention throughout the event and careful enough 

considering their various age groups. 

When her grandmother Marie-Marie dies, Julie decides to pull her body down into the 

basement of her apartment building and, accompanied by her dog Le Gros, wait together until 

death gives them an explanation. Julie’s conversations with the counselor display her raw 

behavior, full of such anger that witnesses her shock and inability to process loss. At first sight, 

she feels defeated - yet she cares so much about the being she has lost that she wants not only 

to put Death in its place, but also to open up and show, by telling how she sees things, the 

impact of her damage and how incomprehensible death is. By trying to hold Death accountable, 

the protagonist is showing not only the stages of grief, but also how much she cares about her 

grandmother. She is discovered in the cellar, three weeks after being reported missing, beside 

the decaying body of her grandmother. 

Throughout the play, Julie keeps waiting for death and the audience only gets to hear 

her questions at the end of the play, through the discussion with the counselor to whom she 

does not open up at first, which creates suspense. 

 
73 “Pacamambo, l’opéra”, https://chantslibres.org/en/pacamambo-l-opera/ 
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C’est quoi cette manie que vous avez de venir chez les gens, 
De leur enlever un être qu’ils aiment, 
Et sans bonjour ni bonsoir 
Repartir comme si de rien n’était ? 
Comment se fait-il qu’il faut absolument 
Qu’à un moment ou un autre de notre vie 
On tombe sur vous ? 
Comment ça se fait que vous êtes toujours là 
Comme un mur au bout de l’horizon ? 
Qui êtes-vous ? 
Que voulez-vous ? 
Pourquoi avoir emporté ma grand-mère ? 
Et aujourd’hui, 
Regardez dans quel état vous mettez ceux que vous emportez. 
Vous trouvez ça beau, vous ? 
Vous trouvez que ça a de l’allure, vous ? (Pacamambo 61) 
 

The protagonist, seized by an anger that overcomes her, cannot seem to process loss and death 

as she tries to make sense of her grandmother’s passing. Although her lines at the beginning of 

the play reflect the childishness of her age, throughout the play her perspective gets sharper 

and more refined as the plot progresses and she gets closer to closure. Julie reclaims justice 

and, as female care ethics authors such as Gilligan noticed, the ethics of justice draw on its 

abstract and impersonal nature assuming individual rights, equality, fairness and objectivity, 

while ethics of care draw on connection and interdependence and, as such, a different range of 

emotions, such as sensitivity towards the Other, responsibility, loyalty and self-sacrifice, all of 

which are characteristics of Pacamambo’s protagonist. Out of self-sacrifice, which leads to 

self-harm, Julie’s rage and revolt against the human condition make it impossible for her to 

live. By finding a way to put into words what she feels about coping with death at such a young 

age, she manages to accept reality, get closure and embrace living. 

The character of Marie-Marie has an important role in the dynamics of care: as she 

prepares for death, she goes through a series of daily gestures – leaving the bed set, getting 

ready to leave… – as if she feels attached to their meaning by the link they represent with life. 

The gradual stripping of earthy belongings when the Moon comes to take her away reminds us 
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of the rituals for death. Marie-Marie’s body disappears and is replaced by a corpse: “regarde 

avec quoi on se retrouve : un cadavre sur le dos, une grosse affaire comme un gros costume.” 

(Pacamambo 24) 

The grandmother shows her care through several gestures: first of all, she cares about 

her granddaughter’s closure, so she wakes her up to say goodbye. By asking her to be a grown-

up, Marie-Marie tries to pass on her last words of wisdom and to make sure that Julie is 

protected and safe in the face of such a heartbreaking loss. She is then separated from the living 

who can no longer hear her, but she is only able to speak with the dog74. Marie-Marie keeps on 

looking out for Julie and asks the dog to help her through her mourning. As the grandmother 

suggested the third drawer as a starting point to Pacamambo, Julie finds bottles of fragrance in 

there. She starts using them regularly in order to prevent the decomposition of Marie-Marie's 

body, and her gestures are borrowed from funeral rituals: watching over the deceased, applying 

perfume and makeup. Surrounded by a white sheet that evokes a shroud, Marie-Marie is 

receiving care, but the increasing use of fragrance is a constant reminder of the body’s 

decomposition. The more Julie tries to stop the process and resurrect her grandmother, the more 

she underlines it instead, the make-up looking grotesque. 

There’s a joyful complicity and humor that the dog brings to the play, almost borrowed 

from the universe of cartoons or comic books, so necessary to alleviate the moments of tension 

and despair and attract the attention of the audience. Although centered on death and mourning, 

Pacamambo is despite everything a hymn to life, as Le Gros is a constant reminder of animality 

and their innate instinct for survival, as well as the life that Julie must not give up. Le Gros is 

a typical psychopomp animal (from the Greek word psychopompós, the guide of souls) whose 

responsibility is to lead the newly deceased souls from Earth to the afterlife into the realm of 

 
74 I will explore this relation between the human and the animal, the non-human or the more-than-human more 
in depth in chapter 4. 
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the dead. It is the dog that keeps Julie linked both to life and to death: life because he embodies 

it; death because he is the only one who can remain in contact with Marie-Marie and speak to 

her, while Julie only hears his barks. Le Gros becomes very quiet towards the end of the play 

and sits next to the grandmother’s body: 

je ne sais plus qui est mort.  
Qui est mort ?  
Hein ? 
Marie-Marie, Qui est mort entre toi et nous ? 
C’est peut-être toi qui es vivante  
Et nous qui sommes morts ! (Pacamambo 50) 
 

By locking herself up in the cellar with the corpse, Julie feels tempted by death and the two of 

them run the risk of dying asphyxiated due to a lack of oxygen in the cellar. Joining her through 

all the stages of grief, Le Gros accompanies Julie with fidelity until the end and reminds her 

with candor and simplicity that there is life even in the darkest times when it seems to have 

disappeared: Julie acknowledges that it is “Le cœur de mon chien” (Pacamambo 64) that kept 

her alive as she felt it beating every time when, exhausted from the vigil, she put her head on 

him to fall asleep. 

The moment of closure comes only at the end of the play when Julie gathers the courage 

to close her grandmother’s eyes, which is also a caring gesture borrowed from funeral rituals 

considered necessary when saying goodbye to the deceased, accepting death and coming to 

terms with the loss of the loved one. Instead, Julie decides to spit all her rage on Death because 

she realizes Marie-Marie will be forever alive in her memories as long as she stays alive to live 

her life until the time comes to meet her grandmother in the afterlife. 

Et moi, j’ai envie d’aimer jusqu’à la mort. 
C’est la seule façon de trouver le chemin 
qui conduit à Pacamambo. (Pacamambo 67) 
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Looking into the gestures of these characters, it seems that private care is also defined as love, 

respect and responsibility of the younger generations towards their family – caring for, which 

is another aspect that several protagonists in Mouawad’s plays share. 

The play, a mix of poetic and realistic scenes, is built on an alternation between the 

main temporal level, namely the passages in the present (Julie's therapy sessions with her 

psychiatrist) and the secondary fictional and temporal level, meaning the passages in the past 

through flashbacks (grandmother’s room, the cellar); the plot is circular opening and ending 

with the psychiatrist's office. 

LE PSYCHIATRE : Raconte-moi ton histoire, Julie 
Rien que raconter 
Comme tu veux, comme tu le désires, 
Au fil de tes mots. (Pacamambo 10) 
 

Other than being a space specifically designed for care and self-care, the professional care 

provider insists on the register the protagonist should use, which highlights the idea that 

Mouawad envisages care by means of language. Especially when it comes to TYA and young 

protagonists, a lack of care seems to have been caused by a lack of communication and so the 

two elements are directly dependent on one another. At first sight, the direct address using “toi” 

instead of “vous” seems more typical to Quebecois French and a means of reaching its audience 

in a more affectionate manner than by using a higher register. Through the psychiatrist’s lines, 

care could be interpreted as listening, which would be expected in the character’s position. 

Non, il me manque ton histoire à toi, 
Tes mots à toi. 
Ta voix à toi, 
Raconte-moi ton histoire, Julie, 
Rien que raconter 
Comme tu veux, comme tu le désires, 
Au fil des mots. 
Tout ce que je vais faire, c’est écouter. (Pacamambo 10) 
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However, this character challenges the idea of a care receiver as being a caregiver at the same 

time, which is a conundrum that Mouawad’s work reflects frequently in his texts. In this play, 

in particular, care is a ritualistic function of mourning. 

As-tu pensé que ton père 
N’a pas pu vivre le deuil de sa propre mère 
Parce que tu l’as empêché de la pleurer ? (Pacamambo 52) 
 

In her rage, which resembles many of Mouawad’s young protagonists, she does not want to 

follow the rules established by the grownups and rebels against society by refusing to bury a 

family member. Once the teenager opens up to her counselor, the audience gets an insight into 

how the protagonist goes through various stages of grief as she deals with death. One aspect 

that gets attention in TYA research is what topics artists choose to deal with, how they address 

YA and how they deliver their content. Mouawad’s approach and tone never look or talk down 

to the audience and he chooses sensitive topics to deal with, such as mental health among YA 

or complex historical issues (the first version of Pacamambo was written as a response to the 

Rwandan genocide). Even though the historical and political contexts lay in the background, it 

is the mystical, metaphysical and philosophical preoccupations with the sacred that are at the 

core of Mouawad’s work (Fernet 28). In a way, the texts he writes for YA turn around an 

allegorical and concentrated form of the themes and tropes that Mouawad explores in non-YA 

productions, begging the question related to what extent this is a mere marketing strategy given 

that theater for YA is theater, not a simplified performative genre. 

One aspect that I came across in TYA revolves around not only the themes but also 

how that content is delivered to the audience. Given that Mouawad did not direct Pacamambo 

or any of his TYA, it would be worth looking into the playwriting devices he makes use of in 

order to reach his audience, namely language. Drawing on a desire not to shock or offend young 

audiences while still grabbing their attention and moving them, the choice of metaphoric, poetic 

language and slang seems a safe choice to match Wajdi Mouawad's universe. 
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For instance, death is constantly evoked through movement, especially when Julie 

decides to take the corpse down to the cellar, as the descent becomes a metaphor of the burial 

and the new journey that death entails. In order to delicately suggest such themes, Mouawad 

depicts the Moon scene very poetically, reminding us of departure, the journey towards the 

sky, while the cellar is a disturbing space in which death is represented as raw, cruel, and care-

deprived, reminding us of the underworld. For instance, at the beginning of the scene, Julie is 

asleep and she only wakes up surprising her grandmother's departure when it is time for her to 

die. Instead of using the verb “mourir”, the euphemisms used throughout the scene show the 

carefully thought language for YA: the stage directions such as “elle est debout au bord de la 

fenêtre, prête à s’envoler” or “quitter le sol” take over the liminal dimension of death, and allow 

for the intrusion of the magical such as, when the grandmother dies at the end of the scene, it 

is the Moon that takes her with it. 

Death imagined as the moon has a comical and harmless element to it, especially as the 

protagonist turns it into something ridiculous depicting Death as a pumpkin. It adds a note of 

humor which could appeal to YA, but it is also the language of a child who is hurting and who 

is trying to desacralize death. If the first level of understanding relies on the surge of the 

marvelous as expressed by the darkness dominating the scene, the sounds that accompany the 

moon’s appearance, the clock that ticks very loudly and then suddenly stops, Le Gros’s 

growling and grandmother’s heavy breathing, the following step is using carefully designed 

language for YA. 

Entre la Mort. 
Elle n’est pas méchante. (Pacamambo 59) 
 

By mentioning that Death is not mean and using its character to add comic elements throughout 

the scenes, the character becomes more approachable, while the theme of death as perceived 

by YA is more easily to approach, accept and survive. 
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While at the beginning of the play reality is disguised in hallucinations so that the 

protagonist and the audience are able to face it, supported by marvelous, poetic language, 

humor, euphemisms and slang, towards the end of the play the shallow layers of language 

reveal a raw nature, dark, sublime and visceral, allowing theatricality to develop and reach 

older audiences. In the cellar, the audience gets to see death in an uncompromising way through 

the decomposition of the corpse, the color and the smell being unbearable. 

L’amour est le seul parfum durable, celui qui conduit les âmes égarées sur le 
chemin de Pacamambo. (Pacamambo 58) 
 

The ritualized rite of passage is central in TYA as it revolves around a theatrical ceremony 

devised to awaken their sense of identity and help them grow up. 

si tu acceptes de vivre, tu acceptes surtout de mourir. 
C’est ça, les règles du jeu. (Pacamambo 69) 
 

In a way, as life does not come with a handout or guidelines to follow, the play carefully 

substitutes such gaps in the YA knowledge and delivers them with care. 

A notion that also needs to be delivered and analyzed with care may be the very notion 

of Pacamambo, which is seen as the place of the fusion between the human and the universe, a 

place humans remember only when they are about to die “Les hommes se souviennent du lieu 

de Pacamambo le jour où ils meurent.” (Pacamambo 49) 

Once she opens up to the counselor, Julie’s story fills up the pages like Mouawad’s 

hemorrhagic playwriting, which takes her to the title of the play, Pacamambo. A version of 

heaven, if we were to keep in mind the religious underlayer that permeates Mouawad’s work, 

Pacamambo is an imaginary country and it is the afterlife place promised by the Moon to those 

it comes to seek and also to those who are going to die. 

Et Pacamambo, c’est vraiment le lieu de toutes les 
lumières. […] 
C’est le pays de l’empathie générale. 
C’est ce qu’elle dit toujours, ma grand-mère. (Pacamambo 28) 
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Julie hopes to be reunited with her grandmother in the imaginary land of Pacamambo, which 

her grandmother told her about. This is a place of ultimate empathy, at the other end of 

existence. 

Pacamambo, c’est un mot qu’il faut prononcer quand on sait que la vie c’est la 
mort, que la mort c’est la vie. (Pacamambo 29) 
 

By highlighting this performative gesture – admitting out loud that being alive means that one 

day you will die, the character hints at adulthood and the endpoint of the rite of passage. In 

numerous occasions Pacamambo is mentioned, as an eternal place (“Pacamambo ne mourra 

jamais.”, Pacamambo 63), a place where we all return to “On retourne tous un jour à 

Pacamambo.” (Pacamambo 30) and a place that the older generations will continue to pass on 

to the younger generations “Tu auras des enfants, des petits-enfants à qui tu parleras toi aussi 

de Pacamambo.” (Pacamambo 64) 

Mourning is a delicate yet ambitious subject to tackle for TYA, targeting an audience 

of children and teenagers and so is death, but Mouawad chooses to deliver difficult subjects to 

talk about and wrap the most visceral experiences of suffering in various layers of care – love, 

empathy, language, heaviness of the themes chosen into lightness and beauty, filled with 

bittersweet humor that makes its way even in tender gestures of ritualized rites of passage and 

mourning. To rethink the plot in Gilligan’s terms, by showcasing connectedness, Pacamambo 

provides various levels of private and social care ethics, namely in the protagonist’s orientation 

to individual survival drawing on conventional morality, as well as self-sacrifice relying on 

conventional morality, which considers caring for others a virtue. 
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Alphonse: Failing care and infantile self-harm 

Certain features of care ethics are equally showcased in Alphonse (1996), a play that 

shows the efforts of adults to enter the mind of a child, especially social care, underpinned by 

what has been defined as theater of compassion and affect theory. Finalist in the theater 

category of the Prix littéraire du Gouverneur general, Alphonse (subtitled Les aventures 

extraordinaires de Pierre-Paul-René, un enfant doux, monocorde et qui ne s’étonne jamais de 

rien) is labeled Théâtre québécois/ Théâtre jeunesse / Théâtre pour enfants by Leméac 

Éditeur75. 

“(M)oi, qui suis le narrateur” (Alphonse 24) is one of the first clues to the main feature 

of the performance, namely storytelling, which has been praised in the reviews of the 

performance and considered powerful as it relies on the sole presence of the performer – a 

storyteller – in front of the audience, establishing their direct relationship. The dramaturgy 

bears the intracultural mark – to draw on R. Bharucha’s concept of “intraculturalism” 

(Bharucha 116-130), aiming to coin the interaction between various cultures within a theater 

production - of the playwright’s creative heritage having oral and performative traditions at its 

core (Meerzon, The Exilic Teens 99-128). Several characters, stories and perspectives, united 

in a poetic, oneiric and imaginary universe (and disorienting as there are no stage directions, 

which also provides an incredible freedom in terms of staging) get interwoven in a monologue 

which allows the use of a sole performer. 

Very much like Pacamambo, Alphonse focuses on a teenager who has failed to come 

home, who confronts his mental health, the invisible or the borders between the real and the 

imaginary, by creating an alternate fiction. As the family is desperately looking for him and 

the police start investigating his disappearance, various pieces of information, discussions, 

 
75 However, it belongs to Hors collection by Actes Sud-Papiers (2019), which might be due to narrative 
passages that could very well place the text in a different genre. 
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interviews reflect the complex, haunting and whimsical facets of the protagonist’s identity. 

Unlike the previous protagonist, 14-year-old Alphonse exits the huis-clos universe of a building 

and immerses himself in a journey along a country road, filled with real and imaginary 

characters, the alter ego Pierre-Paul-René, dreams and fears, which helps him better embrace 

his identity by the end of the buildungsplay. 

The performance starts with the fear of growing up and the despair of adulthood: 

Un homme croisait sur son chemin l’enfant qu’il avait été et si tous les deux se 
reconnaissaient comme tel, ils s’écrouleraient alors la tête première contre le sol, 
l’homme de désespoir, l’enfant de frayeur. (Alphonse 7) 

 

As the audience gets to learn more about the protagonist, who failed to come back from school, 

there is a constant back-and-forth between real life and a mise-en-abîme from Alphonse’s 

imaginary dream-like or nightmarish world, as well as the constructed universes consisting of 

the testimonies provided by friends, colleagues, neighbors. The brother’s description and desire 

to have the causes of Alphonse’s behavior investigated show a private care, dominated by 

affection. 

J’ai un petit frère.  
Il s’appelle Alphonse. […] 
Alphonse, il ne faudra pas le gronder. Il faudra essayer de comprendre pourquoi il 
est parti. Voilà. (Alphonse 8-9) 

 

By insisting that his brother does not stand out, he shows care for the fact that adults could 

easily ignore the signals his sibling could try to send, especially as he highlights the fact that 

he may not even want to or that he might be unable to. His desire to protect Alphonse from a 

potential scold is even more conducive to the first level care that family dynamics may display. 

Some of those interviewed by the police, such as the adults in his family, neighbors or 

teachers like the psychosocial counselor or Monsieur Gayaud the French teacher consider it 

unavoidable as “c’est une étape de l’adolescence que de vouloir faire une fugue” (Alphonse 15) 

and as such, they seem either indifferent or rather resigned instead of worried about the missing 
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boy. In fact, it is Alphonse’s neighbor, François, who takes the time to observe the boy and, 

taking into account the innocence of his age, he gathers that in order to find Alphonse, one 

must “lire le langage de l’invisible” (Alphonse 14). 

This desire to get an insight into the mind of the youth and find a common language 

refers to what Catherine Naugrette has called theater of compassion (Naugrette 87) in which 

the dramaturgy and artistic project aim to move the audience emotionally and, by means of 

empathy, trigger its affective reactions. Erin Hurley and Sara Warner have also explored how 

affect manifests in theater and highlighted that this mode of affect based on compassion 

transforms the performance into a space that strengthens both the subjectivity of the artist and 

of the audience, emancipating it and creating a common ground (Hurely and Warner 99-102) 

– what Yana Meerzon calls atmospheric togetherness (Meerzon, Towards a Poetics of Affect 

203) - through the encounter between the shared embodied experience of the performer and of 

the spectator. 

Out of the fears of a child growing up and entering adolescence emerges the encounter 

with Pierre-Paul-René, an imaginary alter ego, who introduced himself during a stormy night 

when Alphonse went to grab a glass of water and assured Alphonse that he would no longer 

need to be scared during the night. 

Je suis un enfant doux, monocorde et je ne m’étonne jamais de rien, puisque je ne 
connais pas ce monde que tu me décris.. (Alphonse 27) 

 

From that moment on, they start living a thousand adventures in the dark (Alphonse 10). The 

audience feels connected to the protagonist as he opens up and shares his fears (“l’obscurité, 

cette vieille princesse, déchue à force de faire peur aux enfants.”, Alphonse 11), nightmares 

(“faire des rêves terribles”, Alphonse 22) and coping strategies (“la nuit, tu ne t’attaches, par 

peur, qu’aux choses qui sont autour de toi, et plus la nuit est noire, plus tu peux voir en toi, […] 

parce que tu es bien la seule chose que tu peux encore voir.”, Alphonse 19). 
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There is a certain disorientation carefully crafted to help the audience get lost along 

with the protagonist who no longer knows which direction to take: 

Alphonse marchait toujours tout droit, décidé à suivre le chemin qui le menait vers 
le nord. Mais comme Alphonse n’avait pas le sens de l’orientation et comme il ne 
savait pas qu’il ne l’avait pas, il ne pouvait pas se douter qu’il marchait tout droit 
vers l’ouest et que, s’il continuait ainsi, il serait complètement perdu, déjà qu’il 
l’était un peu. (Alphonse 37) 

 

Staging the strong emotions and disorientation during adolescence, the performance elicits 

strong emotions or even an instinctual reaction among the audience, which is how 

psychologists, striving to illustrate the mechanisms of reception, define the active processes 

labeled affect, an experience preceding other experiences such as compassion, empathy or 

catharsis, which are emotions connected to ethical values (Meerzon, Towards a Poetics of 

Affect 201). This care ethics strategy allows Mouawad to shift the focus of the performance – 

an encounter between the performer storyteller and the audience – from the performer to the 

audience, from acting to its reception. 

In order to intensify such a reaction, the protagonist is confronted with an adult in the 

imaginary universe of the alter-ego who can grant Alphonse two wishes. The protagonist 

chooses to exercise his private care towards his mother - “Je voudrais dans un premier temps 

que vous rassuriez ma mère de mon absence. […] Je voudrais un bilboquet, s’il vous plaît 

monsieur.” (Alphonse 32-33) – and to give a clue to hyperactivity and a need for mindfulness 

given the fidgeting displayed. Even when Alphonse and his alter-ego swap places in their 

universes he insists on “tu rassureras ma mère pour moi” (Alphonse 43). In the alternative 

universe where the old man appears, youth is a synonym for hope which he tries in vain to find 

in the eyes of the adults: 

Écoute. Je viens d’un monde étrange et perdu. Tout a commencé un matin lorsqu’en 
me levant et en marchant dehors, j’ai bien vu que tous ceux qui m’entouraient 
avaient au fond des yeux un terrible désespoir. Tous, sans exception, marchaient 
en pleurant. En criant. J’avais entendu parler de toi. Alors je suis venu pour voir si 
tes yeux portent aussi ce terrible désespoir. (Alphonse 27) 
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This character, whose story is told by the same Alphonse, is even more moving as it depicts 

depressive adulthood, which introduces the theme of mental health as an approach to social 

and global care. Alphonse and Pierre-Paul-René strive for self-care in the form of “Manger 

peut-être, dormir, boire”, but also “vivre” (Alphonse 32), especially when they struggle to 

understand the purpose of their existence. 

Les gens ne croient qu’en ce qu’ils peuvent voir et toucher. En fait, ils ne veulent 
plus croire. Ils veulent savoir. […] Les gens ont attrapé ce qu’ils savaient de moi. 
Ce qu’ils savaient de moi. Mais le reste, le reste, qui est en moi, autour de moi et 
qui m’appartient […] Cette partie de moi est cachée, cachée, cachée … de moi-
même, c’est cette partie qui existe réellement. Du moins je veux le croire, je veux 
le croire … pour que la vie, qui commence pour moi, et la mort, qui pourrait me 
frapper à tous les instants, me soient toutes deux plus belles, plus acceptables et 
plus joyeuses. (Alphonse 44-45) 
 

When saying “gens”, Alphonse means adults who have lost their ability to imagine, similar to 

the perspective expressed by the Little Prince. Given the fragmented aesthetic of Alphonse, this 

aspect is reinforced as it reflects the fragmented identity of human beings whose personalities 

are only reflected through the pieces and snippets of other people’s perspectives. The emphasis 

on “hidden” marks the adult lens on the adolescent experience that is yet to discover so much 

of their identity that is hidden to themselves as well. 

Alphonse’s line that emphasizes how unexpectedly and without warning death can hit, 

supported by his letter to Judith shows the distress, anguish and anxiety of the protagonist who 

contemplates suicide: 

j’ai peur. […] je ne suis pas heureux là où je suis, je ne suis pas heureux ! […] 
Viens. Il y a une falaise, une falaise haute face à la mer […] Viens. Il y a une falaise, 
une falaise d’où il fait bon sauter, où il fait bon mourir. (Alphonse 36) 
 

The letter is somehow proof that there are warnings and clues, although they are evident only 

to those who care for others and who, leaving individual survival aside, care for others or at 

least see care as necessarily equal between self-care and care for others. I interpret the act of 
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taking a break to address depression, anxiety or suicide as a form of exercising care and self-

care, underpinned by an appeal to YA to hold onto their imagination, as well as the adults to 

keep rediscovering theirs. By staging mental health and putting it at the core of the plot, 

Alphonse is exercising social care for the distant others, temporally or geographically, despite 

their social status, who might be going through similar issues or the family of other Alphonses 

around the world who need care. 

Surprisingly in Mouawad’s work, Alphonse displays a type of global care concerning 

the domination and impact of human activity on nature, which could be subtly noticed in the 

monologue of the cave: 

Je suis la grotte. La bouche ouverte des montagnes et j’abrite les êtres de la pluie. 
Et depuis des siècles je pleure, car je vieillis et je pleure car je faiblis ! Tant de 
poids repose sur moi. Alors je pleure et mes larmes grimpent, grimpent, et, solides, 
elles viennent jusqu’à mon plafond pour m’aider à supporter tant de poids ; mais 
un jour viendra où toutes ces colonnes de larmes me rempliront. Je disparaîtrai 
alors. […] Je pleure pour changer. […] Moi, tout à l’heure, il y a eu des monstres 
qui m’ont dévoré la poitrine. J’ai pleuré tant ça me faisait mal. […] Changer n’est 
pas facile. Les idées, les belles choses changent ; elles savent changer, car changer 
c’est aller au-delà de la douleur ; changer, c’est un jour disparaître mais remplir 
l’espace de soi ! Là est le grand secret des grottes. (Alphonse 37-38) 
 

Hinting at the Anthropocene, the cave is employed as an extended metaphor for the weight 

pressing on one’s identity, especially in an ongoing process of becoming, discovery and 

expression like an adolescent. However, the pain and tears that close off the cave signal the 

imminent end of its irreversible process and are not indicators of a positive change similar to 

growing pains that go beyond physical suffering and lead to the potential coming of age of the 

protagonist. 

Past the coming of age, Mouawad’s protagonists no longer focus solely on the issues 

they struggle with in the present like Pacamambo’s Julie and Alphonse from the eponymous 

performance, but they tend to display a series of complex features, deepened by war, exile or 

refugee trauma, as well as the new diasporic reality they try to get accustomed to. 
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Un Obus dans le cœur: Palliative care and how teenagers cope with the illness and 

death of their parents 

Initially, Visage retrouvé - a narrative which became the dramatic text Un Obus dans 

le cœur (2017) following a commission - features common themes in Mouawad’s œuvre and 

centers on Abdelwahab who is urgently called to his mother’s bedside as she is dying of cancer. 

On his way to the hospital, in the middle of the night, during a snowstorm, the nineteen-year-

old struggles with his childhood memories traumatized by his mother’s diagnosis and a violent 

bus attack he survived during the Lebanese civil war between Christian and Muslim factions. 

This Quebec winter journey is the coming of age of a Lebanese child forced to grow up and 

embrace his Neo-Canadian identity, a process of mourning and getting closure for a teenager 

learning how to deal with trauma, how to keep in check his teenage anger, guilt and anguish 

subsequent to losing his parent, and how to put his feelings into words. 

Labeled Théâtre jeunesse québécois “à partir de 14 ans,” it belongs to the categories 

Junior or Littérature Ado, which highlights the varied classification and accessibility his œuvre 

offers. Similar to his previous works, Un Obus dans le cœur bears the Mouawadian signature 

of an aesthetic blending realism and poetry, told from the perspective of a unique performer 

storyteller; however, this text takes the protagonist on a slightly surrealist yet tangibly realist 

initiatory journey, far away from the fairy tale universe that Pacamambo and Alphonse 

featured. The nightmares of childhood, fears of adolescence and traumas of history mark the 

passage of the protagonist from childhood to adulthood with modesty and lucidity. 

Un Obus dans le cœur is a monologue that directly addresses its audience (Un obus 7), 

expanding on the tradition of oral storytelling that prioritizes the parole intime and monologue 
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“hémorragique,”76 which surprises its young audience thanks to the spoken, incisive, informal 

yet poetic register. The performance establishes an ethics of care from its very first lines: 

On ne sait jamais comment une histoire commence. Je veux dire que lorsqu’une 
histoire commence et que cette histoire vous arrive à vous, vous ne savez pas, au 
moment où elle commence, qu’elle commence. Je veux dire… Je veux dire que 
vous n’êtes pas là, à marcher tranquillement dans la rue et tout à coup, vous vous 
dites : tiens, voilà, une histoire qui commence. Je veux dire, on ne le sait pas. (Un 
obus 7) 
 

By insisting on a direct address, “vous,” as well as the informal register, the protagonist creates 

an inclusive space of storytelling that the audience is invited to inhabit, at least during the 

performance. The constant repetition of a story that starts and the postponement of the actual 

start of the story, both grab the audience’s attention and deliver a subtle trigger warning in the 

form of captatio benevolentia. The protagonist carries on by grabbing onto language and words 

(“trouver les mots. Pour raconter”, Un obus 8) that could carefully give an insight into a 

traumatic experience. The turning point in this reflection around the words that would do justice 

to the story represents the first word, “avant” (Un obus 9), which highlights that the impact of 

the traumatic event that is about to be told was so damaging that it created a turning point in 

the protagonist’s existence, split into a before and an after. “Je dis parfois : ‘Avant, j’étais un 

enfant.’ Mais quand est-ce que j’ai cessé ? Je ne sais pas.” (Un obus 8) 

Caring about choosing the right words, especially when forced to grow up and become 

an adult due to loss in the family is equally drawing on a global care ethics strategy, aiming 

towards diasporic generations that had confronted themselves with similar identity issues as 

the protagonist: 

Dehors c’était la tempête et toutes les machines de déneigement qui faisaient leur 
raffut. Un vrai boucan. J’aurais pu rêver. Pourtant je me suis retrouvé le combiné 
à la main. J’ai dit allô d’une voix normale. On a dit : “Wahab?” J’ai dit oui. On m’a 
dit: “Viens vite.” Et j’ai raccroché. Dehors, une tempête de neige. A la météo, on 

 
76 “La solitude prend un s”, L’Humanité, 17th November 2008, https://www.humanite.fr/culture-et-savoir/-/la-
solitude-prend-un-s  
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l’avait annoncée pour le lendemain, mais elle est arrivée pendant la nuit.(Un obus 
10) 
 

In this excerpt, the audience reads between the lines and understands that the snowstorm and 

the bad news are correlated in the story, as the hostility of nature is in keeping with the 

harshness of the realities endured by the protagonist. More than that, by taking note of the 

protagonist’s name and the landscape descriptions and references throughout the performance, 

the audience recognizes in the protagonist the complex process of acculturation and the trauma 

that it lets emerge. 

Cette ville est une punition. Mais y a rien à dire. Mieux vaut ça qu’une bombe dans 
la gueule. Je suis frère jumeau d’une guerre civile qui a ravagé le pays de ma 
naissance. (Un obus 11) 
 

By making direct reference to the civil war that almost destroyed his country of origin, and 

even more so by calling it a twin, Wahab negotiates his cultural identity as belonging to the 

experience of exilic youth or diasporic generations. Therefore, his lines and reasoning reflect 

not only the past traumatized by war and displacement, nor the collective familial experience, 

but the new identity that he is struggling to adapt to and the difficulties that continuously 

overwhelm his present. 

Exilic children are bound simultaneously to acknowledge and escape their origins, 
and perhaps even more seriously to refuse deliberately to accept them. (Meerzon, 
The Exilic Teens 85) 
 

For instance, when the teenager is a few cents short to pay his bus ticket on his way to the 

hospital, he is treated as an “Ostie de crosseur.” (Un obus 23) by the bus driver who 

discriminates against Wahab because he has a metropolitan French accent and not a local, 

Quebecois one: 

“- Encore un crisse de Français.”  
- Je ne suis pas Français et je t’emmerde, j’ai hurlé. Au moins y a ça. (Un obus 16) 
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The particular importance Mouawad gives language is due to the mediation it facilitates within 

different facets of the diasporic identity. To draw on Stuart Hall’s definition of cultural identity, 

Wahab places himself in between the points of suture that hold together his Neo-Quebecois-

refugee-exilic-Francophone-Arabophone youth and releases his anger, pain and hopelessness 

in code-switching: 

Merde ! Assis ou fond, je me parle en grinçant des dents, je me parle pour essayer 
de me calmer, je me dis des mots, mille injures contre toute la Terre, tout mon 
vocabulaire y passe, dans les trois langues : maternelle, adolescente et celle de 
maintenant. Va te faire foutre, gros tabarnac d’enfoire de merde akhou charmouta 
! Connard d’enculé de saint ciboire de crisse de akroute ! Kiss okhtak ère bayak 
pauvre truite de merde, je te crisserai mon zob au fond du cœur, gros cave ! Plein 
de mots, plein de phrases dans la bouche pour couvrir la tempête de mon cerveau, 
de ma conscience. (Un obus 17) 
 

Wahab’s mix of metropolitan French, joual, Lebanese dialect, let alone the disparity of various 

registers, all emerging from a third space of enunciation, to draw on Bhabha’s concept, 

illustrate the linguistic realities which Una Chaudhuri coins “difference within” (Chaudhuri 

199), diasporic youth live through coping with in-betweenness, shaped by original, diasporic 

and adoptive home cultures (Meerzon, The Exilic Teens 87). 

On his way to his mother’s bedside, during a peaceful Canadian winter, Wahab reflects 

on the violence and fragility of childhood, much like the metaphor Mouawad employed, a knife 

hard to pull out: memories from his traumatic past emerge as he recalls how the paramilitaries 

boarded a bus of civilians and set it on fire, leaving behind deaths, displacement and 

traumatized survivors. 

J’ai sept ans. Pays de mon enfance. […] Un homme arrive avec un boyau 
d’arrosage et inonde la carrosserie de l’autobus. […] L’eau a une drôle d’odeur. 
Les passagers sont éclaboussés. Un mouvement de panique s’empare d’eux. Ils 
hurlent. Veulent sortir mais ils ne peuvent pas. Quelqu’un a bloqué la porte du 
véhicule. Des gens courent. Ils crient : “Ce n’est pas de l’eau. C’est de l’essence. 
De l’essence !” Je regarde mon ami. Il est trempé. Il fait chaud. Il a les yeux grands 
ouverts. L’homme arrose toujours. Le chauffeur le supplie : Au nom de ta mère, au 
nom de ta mère ! Va te faire foutre, lui répond l’autre, et il lui tire une balle dans la 
tête. On crie. Le chauffeur tombe sur le klaxon. Des hommes partout. Mitraillettes 
entre les mains. Une femme veut sortir par la fenêtre. Trois longues rafales :  
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Tatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatata 
tatatatatatatatata 
Tatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatata 
tatatatatatatatata 
Tatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatatata 
tatatatatatatatata 
Et d’un coup, d’un coup vraiment, sans passage, d’un coup, l’autobus flambe. Il 
flambe avec les vieux, les femmes et les gros. Il flambe. Tout flambe. (Un obus 42-
47) 
 

Despite the safe environment he finds himself in now, after finding refuge in Canada, Wahab 

seems to be suffering from PTSD, as nightmares and the specters of Lebanon keep haunting 

him: 

Avec toute l’enfance dont je suis capable, je la reconnais. Reconnais toute ma 
colère et toute ma peine. Reconnais ma rage et ma haine. Je la reconnais […] Elle 
peuplait mes angoisses et mes nuits, me terrassait chaque fois qu’il faisait noir, 
faisait hurler mon âme, tourmentait mes solitudes. (Un obus 68-69) 

 

Forced to become an adult (“assis au fond de l’autobus, je suis devenu grand”, Un obus 14), 

Wahab realizes there is no escape, all he has left is direct confrontation – of his fears, of his 

trauma, of the pain of losing his mother. 

Ma mère meurt, elle meurt, la salope, et elle ne me fera plus chier ! Si j’avais un 
flingue, je me logerais une balle pour calmer la dispersion. Une vague immense me 
prend de l’intérieur et m’emporte et me fracasse contre les récifs de ma douleur. 
(Un obus 18) 
 

The violence Wahab experienced was a turning point in his process of becoming an adult, 

closer to an awakening of conscience. For instance, when he was even younger, he ran away 

from home when he realized that he could not recognize his mother due to chemotherapy, while 

all the adults kept pretending for the sake of appearances: 

“Wahab, pourquoi tu as fait une fugue ?” J’ai répondu que c’était parce que j’avais 
peur du visage changé de ma mère. […] Rond, les yeux verts, les cheveux coiffés 
avec du fixatif. […] L’autre jour, je reviens de l’école, elle a un visage pâle, des 
yeux délavés et cette longue chevelure blonde ; elle est mince et tout le monde fait 
semblant que c’est normal. (Un obus 20-21) 
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Observing his mother’s aspect is Wahab’s way of exercising care, and his reaction – shock and 

hyper-awareness – pushed him to no longer be the child everybody thought he was but a 

responsible being, regardless of his age. Looking at the linguistic registers he uses, he might 

give the impression of an uncaring teenager, although these linguistic and stylistic devices 

reflect the irony more often than humor that he uses as a coping mechanism, which could be 

interpreted as self-care. For instance, in the middle of a hostile Canadian winter and family 

crisis, he jokes about the weather saying it is not like death, it can get better (“La neige ce n’est 

pas la mort, ça s’arrange…”, Un obus 35). When he runs into Santa whose car engine died, he 

tries to help him, which creates the opportunity of a caring discussion: despite Wahab opening 

up, Santa does not care about his problem, which Wahab ironically labels as a deep 

conversation (“C’est ma mère. Elle va mourir. […] – C’est pas l’fun, il dit. – Non, je réponds. 

Un grand dialogue.”, Un obus 33-34). In the waiting room of the oncological ward, decorated 

for Christmas with kitsch “Joyeux Noël / Merry Christmas” […] “Bonne année and a happy 

new year” (Un obus 40), Wahab finds the name “sale d’attente” an act of cruelty towards the 

dying patients, as well as their families who take care of them (“Une vraie salle d’attente. 

Attente de quoi ? ‘Veuillez, s’il vous plaît, patienter ici, votre mère ne tardera plus à crever, ce 

ne sera plus très long.’ Merde.”, Un obus 40). There are some moments in which irony or 

humor allows him to take care of himself, but his last memories with his mother are dedicated 

to private and social care as he was a caregiver providing care for his sick parent: 

J’ai mal, Wahab. Je sais. Masse-moi les pieds. Je m’agenouillais au bout du lit. Un 
enfant qui prie. Je commençais par lui caresser les chevilles. […] Pas un espace 
que je ne caressais en y mettant toute la tendresse dont j’étais capable. (Un obus 
28-29) 
 

This excerpt provides an example of private and social types of care that are exercised within 

a family who cares for a family member: if when he realized something was wrong with his 

mother and the rest of the family tried to hide it from him, Wahab ran away from home; this is 
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the same Wahab, stepping up and taking care of his dying mother, which proves his unguided 

yet progressive maturity, eventually becoming his mother’s main moral support: 

Combien de fois, merde, elle m’a appelé en hurlant en pleine nuit ? Wahab ? Wahab 
?... Et moi, d’un coup, arrache au sommeil […] Quoi ? Quoi ? Qu’est-ce qu’il y a 
? J’ai mal, Wahab ! Où ça ? Mon Dieu, j’ai mal. Où tu as mal ? J’ai mal. On tournait 
en rond et moi je ne savais plus si j’étais endormi ou éveillé. […] Avec le temps, 
la différence entre le rêve et la réalité s’est estompée. (Un obus 27) 
 

Long term care takes its toll on the care providers, no matter which coping mechanisms they 

develop. The fact that he, by using a low register, explains his frustration about his mother 

dying of cancer (“mourir d’un cancer. C’est long, c’est chiant et ça fait chier.”, Un obus 26-27) 

highlights once more the costing short-term and long-term effect care-giving has. More often 

than not, it relies on self-sacrifice: 

Let me suggest that the gender, race, and class, dimension to care is more subtle 
than a first glance allows. I think we come closer to the reality when we say: caring 
about, and taking care of, are the duties of the powerful. Care-giving and care-
receiving are left to the less powerful. (Tronto, Moral Boundaries 114) 
 

Wahab and his family represent the less powerful caregivers who sacrifice themselves so that 

they can provide palliative care to their loved one: Wahab avoided crying in front of his mother 

out of care and consideration for her suffering (“Quand je pleurais, je retenais mon souffle pour 

qu’elle ne se doute de rien.”, Un obus 29) and when she eventually passes away, after the 

strenuous care they provided, the family members are left feeling numb (“Nidal, seul, fait de 

ses larmes des perles de silence. […] (Nawal) ne pleure pas. Mon père ne pleure pas. [… ] Je 

ne pleure pas.”, Un obus 61). The nurse comes in to provide mortuary services, clean the body 

of the deceased, close her eyes and place the body in a suitable position (Un obus 62). Not 

being able to cry, shout or express pain verbally goes against traditional funeral traditions that 

the other relatives abide by (“Putain. Ils ne pleurant pas, ils ne hurlent même pas. Ils braient. 

Ils lèvent la tête et s’étranglent dans leurs hululements. Je commence à envier la morte. Elle ne 

peut plus les entendre.”, Un obus 60-61), which highlights the fact that exercising private care 
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can lead to more tension among care providers. I believe that, similar to Pacamambo and 

Alphonse, Un obus dans le cœur shows that care fails: no matter how much the adults, the 

playwright, the director try to care for the youth / the audience, care also means learning about 

the death of a loved one; care resides also in mourning, sacrifice and suffering. 

Eventually learning not to avoid confrontation, Wahab stops running away from his 

fears and traumas (“Avant, je fuyais. Aujourd’hui, aucune échappatoire. C’est maintenant. Je 

dois faire face à la tempête.”, Un obus 70-71) and chooses self-care in the form of creative self-

expression such as painting. It is also an extended caregiving gesture as he decides to paint his 

mother’s portraits so that he does not forget her face (“- Portraits de quoi? – De toi… de ton 

visage… pour me souvenir… ne pas t’oublier… je vais peindre.”, Un obus 55), which is his 

own way of articulating care and paying homage to his late mother. In order to achieve closure, 

he dedicates his work to her memory (“J’essaie de lui dire mon amour. Je dis: “[…] Tu resteras 

désormais au cœur de toutes mes couleurs.”, Un obus 74) and redefines private care as love. 

Exploring Mouawad’s work for, about and with youth, either opera (Pacamambo), 

narrative monologue (Alphonse) or theater (Un obus dans le cœur), illustrates the complex 

content the artist is trying to deliver with care to his audience. Rooted in hyper-awareness, 

empathy, and connectedness, Mouawad’s care ethics shape the place art, theater, or storytelling 

play in the younger generations’ development, reflecting his attentiveness, responsibility, 

competence, and responsiveness. 

 

 

In Mouawad’s texts, childhood is metaphorically a knife that inflicts a pain that cannot 

be erased, leaving deep scars and traumas in the protagonists’ identities. Exploring these 

themes through texts focusing on vulnerable youth whose experiences – either family loss, 
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depression, mal d’acculturation, forced maturity, war trauma or displacement – Mouawad 

displays an ability for compassion and empathy that are the preconditions of care. 

Le travail social est un angle adéquat pour aborder la résolution de la crise du care 
: il n’y a pas de démocratie du care sans considération pour les personnes exclues 
du lien social et politique tant elles sont vulnérabilisées. (Brugère, Réparer 54) 
 

Mouawad’s unique care ethics, in their diasporic and sensitive democratic dimension (Brugère, 

L'éthique du care 81), enabled him to devise numerous projects of cultural mediation that cared 

for, about, and with young audiences—but not only—in their diversity of backgrounds, 

experiences, and identities. This empowered them to build collective resilience and further 

expand private, social, and global care among their communities. 

Expanding this idea to a dramaturgy of care, I argue that what theater offers to care 

ethics, unlike other literary genres, resides in its versatility and interactivity: having the 

potential to become inclusive and accessible, the theater is a collective experience conducive 

to dialogue, co-creation, participation, and empowerment. Furthermore, it becomes a space of 

interaction between local and global realities, as well as a catalyst for civic action. Mouawad’s 

work, either cultural or artistic, is at the crossroads of theater and civic initiatives: it refines the 

artist’s fearless, lucid and maybe idealistic but imperative approach to theater as a “espace[s] 

où l’éveil est encore possible, où il est encore permis de s’arracher, ensemble, spectateurs et 

acteurs, au sommeil de la quotidienneté.” (Le Sang des Promesses 26) 
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Chapter 3. 

Diasporic feminine care and the reconfiguration of family storytelling 

 

In this chapter, I aim to highlight Mouawad’s exploration of care within the familial 

dynamics in which his female characters engage. Care takes different forms in his 

performances: the motives specific to diasporic feminine care could be interpreted as taking 

care of the body or providing food for loved ones, caring for the heritage, maintaining the 

familial bond, contributing to community resilience, or even caring for the inherited past, the 

present and the future. Showing the impact of the diasporic situation on feminine care, his 

performances provide unique insights into women's voices and their stories caught in a familial 

bond, creating new forms of family storytelling. I will argue that, contrary to the view that 

Mouawad’s plays and representation of women lack sensitivity to gendered issues, his 

empowered female characters are as central to the plot as women are within the familial and 

diasporic spheres. 

First, by putting Carol Gilligan, Joan Tronto and Fabienne Brugère in conversation, I 

will analyze how the feminine is represented within the theoretical framework of care ethics in 

order to show the insufficient attention it dedicates to a plurality of female perspectives. I will 

then argue that literature compensates theory by giving an insight into the diversity of the 

feminine experience, shaped by various backgrounds, racial and colonial issues. 

I then emphasize Mouawad's interest in empowering marginalized voices and constant 

preoccupation with the role female characters play in familial and diasporic dynamics. I 

proceed by analyzing Mouawad’s post-pandemic performances such as Mère (2021) which 

redefines care not only as sacrifice, but also as an exploration of trauma, preserving personal 

and collective memories. The format of this play displays a particular strategy of care towards 

the readership which helps me reflect on the language Mouawad uses in order to create his 
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dramaturgy of care. Lise Gauvin’s reflection on the concept of “surconscience linguistique” 

and Lawrence Venuti’s perspective on translation provided me with useful tools to discuss 

Mouawad’s understanding of de-translation. Françoise Lionnet’s perspective on 

transnationalism provided me with an insight into the socio-cultural realities Mouawad’s play 

tries to mediate for the audience. After I explain Derrida’s hauntological mark on Mouawad’s 

performances, I argue that the use of transbiographical writing, autobiographical elements and 

metatheatrical approach of this spectral performance are anchored in Mouawad’s dramaturgy 

of care haunted by a “devoir de mémoire”. 

As I move on to Sœurs, I explore the trauma female characters have inherited from their 

ancestors, as well as the role of vessels of History that women play within familial dynamics. 

After I explain the Lebanese and Manitoban cultural and historical context, I argue that the 

female figures in the family play a fundamental role in transmitting and preserving personal 

and collective memories. I then highlight Mouawad’s redefinition of care as a preoccupation 

with the permeability of the female body, which allows for a plurality of identities within the 

corporeal space. 

After I expand on the #metoothéâtre movement, which gives more depth to the 

understanding of the reasons behind Mouawad’s preoccupation with the representation of the 

female experience, I delve into what tragedy teaches us about care, given that it has informed 

Mouawad’s artistic practice. My goal is to show that Mouawad carves a space for feminine 

alterity within care ethics; furthermore, I argue that the postcolonial context Mère and Sœurs 

are inscribed in has contributed to a reconfiguration of the family, questioning not only 

diasporic identities, intra- and intergenerational relationships coping with trauma, but also the 

representation and place of women in this dynamic dominating new forms of family 

storytelling. 
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Is there a place for feminine alterity within care ethics? 

For literary studies, in general, questions related to women, gender equality, violence, 

etc. have become essential since #metoo. Although I noticed that the field of care ethics has 

been thought of together with feminist ethics, especially by linking motherhood and femininity 

with caregiving, the early research conducted in the field indicated that such a perspective 

regarding gender representation was a blind spot. 

Carol Gilligan’s studies on care ethics, namely In a Different Voice: Psychological 

Theory and Women’s Development (1982), put forth the idea that, confronting ethical 

dilemmas, women tend to support an ethic of care, contrasting with men’s emphasis on an ethic 

of justice. Thus, this initial research was criticized for reinforcing stereotypes as it portrays the 

female perspective as differentialist feminism in relation to masculinity, suggesting that women 

would resonate with empathy while men with morality. Furthermore, it suggests that women 

would be focused on interpersonal relationships, illustrating responsibility and caring for 

others. Gilligan’s Joining the Resistance (2011) tries to counteract the interpretation of her 

research as seen from a patriarchal perspective, while Joan Tronto (1993) gives it a social and 

political dimension, expanding the perspective beyond interpersonal relationships all the way 

to how society is structured, regardless of differentialist or anti-difference feminisms. 

However, these foregrounding studies into the field of feminist care ethics lead to what 

Fabienne Brugère has called the indistinctive voices of women (Brugère, L’éthique du care 

16): they do not account for a plurality of female perspectives, experiences and backgrounds, 

are indifferent to racial and colonial issues, which I strongly believe is an aspect that has not 

been given the attention it deserves. Exploring cultural productions led by artists with diverse 

backgrounds such as Wajdi Mouawad allows for a nuanced interpretation of care ethics, as I 

will show below. 



 
 
 

118 
 

If Wajdi Mouawad’s plays went through a blind review, they would not pass the 

Bechdel-Wallace Test77, a method that aims to evaluate the representation of women in fiction, 

whether it marginalizes them or empowers them. The result depends on the following 

conditions: having at least two female characters, having a dialogue between them, while the 

topic of discussion is something other than a man. Let’s look at the corpus of Mouawad’s plays 

that I analyzed: at least two women are indeed featured, like in Sœurs, they do establish a 

dialogue, but their topic of discussion is dominated by a male focus, political issues, 

intergenerational conflict, the Lebanese civil war… all aspects associated with masculine 

authority and decision making. 

Mouawad's interest in empowering marginalized voices is evidenced not only by his 

focus on diasporic subjects, but also by the predominant female protagonists he creates and 

puts in the spotlight. Analyzing the current corpus of this research, Le Journal, the Beirut 

Festival performance, Seuls, Alphonse and Ciels have male protagonists, Pacamambo, Mère, 

Sœurs, Une Chienne, Forêts have female protagonists, while Tous des oiseaux, Littoral and 

Incendies have a split distribution of roles with strong leading female figures. Mouawad’s most 

recent productions have been dominated by female protagonists (Mère, Sœurs) and he even 

reworked a previous production of Littoral in which he envisaged a female cast. I would like 

to stress the following aspect: although Mouawad does not limit himself to creating universes 

that only mirror his own experiences, he does not label his work as feminist, nor does he seem 

to claim his approach is flawless. Drawing on Gilligan’s idea that feminist care stems from 

connection (Gilligan 30), receptivity (Brugère, L’éthique du care 11) and listening to the Other, 

the recognition of responsibility towards the Other, the necessity for response, Mouawad’s 

work is backed by a genuine concern and action towards gender representation in literature, 

theater and on stage. His preoccupation leans especially toward the female figures committed 

 
77 Oxford English Dictionary, Bechdel test, https://www.oed.com/dictionary/bechdel-test_n?tab=factsheet 
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to a familial dynamic, dominated by the diasporic condition, disease, war, exile and forced 

displacement. 

When it comes to how the female body is depicted in Mouawad’s work and on the 

stage, especially in Sang des Promesses, Une Chienne and Tous des oiseaux, the artistic 

approach is based on the sexual corporeity of women and explicit references to violence against 

women: the raw, visceral and traumatizing representations of the female body dominate scenes 

of childbirth, rape, sexual violence, murder, vulnerability and sacrifice. They tend to be 

mediators in the male characters’ endeavors to confront a traumatic reality (Jeanne helping her 

brother, Simon), coming to terms with their identity (Simone supporting Wilfrid) or solving a 

mystery (Dolorosa assisting the team in deciphering the coded messages; Loup helping the 

archival expert to reconstruct the genealogy of her family). In Mère and Sœurs, on the other 

hand, the female protagonists are not explicitly subjected to sexual violence, but they are 

caregivers: they are thought of in terms of generative functions, responsibility and social status, 

as mothers, daughters and sisters, and the role they play in familial and diasporic dynamics. 

 

Mère or when tears become ink: domestic and exilic care  

The most recent cycle of performances in Mouawad’s production, rooted in 

autobiographical elements, falls under the sign of domesticity. While Mouawad’s solo Seuls 

(2008) initiated the cycle “Domestique”, Sœurs (2014) represents the second solo preceding 

Mère which were both performed at La Colline in 2021. The name of the cycle these plays 

belong to, “domestique”, etymologically points out to the notion of home (domesticus in Latin 

meaning related to home and family78), but also of submission. A true familial chronicle having 

identity and epigenetic transgenealogical transmission at its core, this cycle of plays and 

performances focuses on various figures of the family – mother, father, son, daughter; however, 

 
78 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, domestique, https://cnrtl.fr/etymologie/domestique 
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the various viewpoints not only describe the family’s complex reality from different angles, 

they, in fact, help the audience get a glimpse of global history and better grasp the diversity of 

the diasporic experiences marked by the civil war, forced displacement, refugee life and 

acculturation within the country of adoption. 

In the prologue of the play Mère, the author describes the origins of the project going 

all the way back to 17th December 1987 when his mother, who is at the core of this 

autobiographical/fictional performance, passed away. Despite revolving around the mother’s 

death, the performance has been described by critics as an “Hymne à la vie”79. What has been 

labeled as a tribute to the mother figure and a “manifeste humaniste”80 is haunted by the 

Lebanese war. The play investigates auto-fictional theater based on Mouawad’s own family 

history, torn apart by the civil war in Lebanon and forced into exile. It looks not only into 

History, but into motherhood and it could also be read as the fate of a family surviving trauma 

in exile or the story of a young boy growing up in diaspora. 

Shaped like a book, it contains drawings, mother’s recipes, words in French and Arabic, 

translations, scenes with the potential of comedy sketches and many moments of silence; the 

family recipes are written by Carolina Sapiain Quiroz, while being illustrated by Wajdi 

Mouawad himself. The play wears Marie Gastaut’s signature for graphic design: it has a 

leporello-style binding like a folded leaflet that can be read from left to right, and once the 

readers reach the end, they have to close it, turn it at 180° and read it from right to left. Caring 

for the readership in the hope of inclusivity, the instructions given aim to make the readers’ 

experience of the Arabic style of writing and reading easier, while pushing them out of their 

comfort zone. 

 
79 “Une Première Sous Tension Pour « Mère » De Wajdi Mouawad.”, Le Monde, 22nd November 2021, 
https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2021/11/20/une-premiere-sous-tension-pour-mere-de-wajdi-mouawad-
au-theatre-de-la-colline_6102935_3246.html 
80 “« Mère » de combat à la Colline.”, Echos , 24th November 2021, 
https://www.lesechos.fr/weekend/spectacles-musique/mere-de-combat-a-la-colline-1366672 
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Out of a care ethics approach, apart from providing a brief portrait of Jacqueline 

Gharzouzi (Mère 10-11), the incipit equally provides an explanation for the audience of the 

literal translation of the Lebanese phrases such as “ya to’borné” meaning “mon chéri” in 

French and, literally, “ô toi qui j’espère m’enterreras” (Mère 10). A simple translation would 

not have sufficed because of all the nuances that the phrases in Lebanese Arabic carry; as such, 

it would require cultural mediation that could help the audience have access to an otherwise 

opaque language. Mouawad admitted that his language of creation belongs to a liminal space: 

“Plus largement, je réalise que ma langue d’écriture n’est ni française ni libanaise, […] la 

poésie à laquelle j’accède est celle d’un homme qui n’est pas chez lui. Ce patchwork est une 

langue de l’exil.”81 The language used, which George Banu qualifies as “langue d’une identité 

assiégée”82, reflects the protagonist’s experience of exile, being rather straightforward and 

harsh, and lacking the poetic touch I would have expected Mouawad to add. As he started 

working on this project, the artist admitted that he had to go back to the sources as “créer ce 

spectacle en libanais allait de soi puisque c’était la langue de ma mère.” (Mère 7) As the actors 

do not perform in Lebanese Arabic, nor does the author write in this language83, the sublines 

describe it as a performance in French and Lebanese with subtitles. 

Giving an insight into the translation process of the first draft written in French, 

Mouawad had an epiphany realizing the work did not revolve around translating into Lebanese, 

but of de-translating from French (Mère 7):84 “avec Mère, j’ai eu la sensation phénoménale 

d’être « détraduit ».”85 Equipped with “surconscience linguistique” (Gauvin, Langagement 8), 

 
81 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 7. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
82 “Mouawad, d'Œdipe à Mère by Georges Banu”, Artpress, 19th January 2022, 
https://www.pressreader.com/france/artpress/20220119/282819309583204 
83 The translation of the text into Lebanese was provided by the actresses Odette Makhlouf and Aïda Sabra. 
84 “Une terre où poser ses pieds”, L’Orient Le Jour, 20th October 2022, 
https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/1315137/une-terre-ou-poser-ses-pieds.html 
85 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 7. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
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Mouawad’s perspective on having his text de-translated shies away from cultural equivalence, 

substitutability or national and linguistic differences (Apter 11) and it goes beyond concerns 

regarding translation failure and untranslatability: embracing its shortcomings, it delves into 

the process the artist goes through while navigating the lights and shadows of identity building 

as a diasporic subject dealing with a traumatic past. “Untranslatability has been an accepted 

feature of Quebec literature” (Simon 507), but in this case, what cannot be said out loud, due 

to trauma, requires its own language: “il suffit pour l’incarner (l’indicible) de lui trouver son 

langage propre ou lui inventer un qui n’existe pas hors de soi.” (Mère 4) 

If, according to Lawrence Venuti, translation can be interpreted as a threat to “the 

essentialist homogeneity of the national identity” (Venuti 178), de-translation boldly resists 

and responds to past colonial translation, while emphasizing the attentiveness towards the 

diasporic experience. Furthermore, through de-translation Mouawad is reinventing the 

language of care, leading to translanguaging86, a notion that rethinks language as an idiolect87, 

goes beyond the borders of mother tongue, heritage language, foreign language, second 

language and questions the meaning, positioning and hierarchy of these linguistic categories 

for multicultural and multilingual individuals. Mouawad’s translanguaging does not deny but 

draws on “the social reality of different languages, understood as historical, cultural, 

ideological constructs with material consequences and determining social action” (Cummins 

541). Through de-translation, Mouawad’s ethical and decolonial approach subscribes to post-

postcoloniality or metacoloniality (Bandia 52), a systematic undoing of colonial paradigms. 

By having his text translated into Lebanese and put on stage by the performers, 

Mouawad hybridizes his artistic discourse in keeping with the mutation and positioning of his 

 
86 See Garcia, O., and L. Wei. Translanguaging. 
87 An idiolect is defined as “a person’s own unique, personal language, the person’s mental grammar that 
emerges in interaction with other speakers and enables the person’s use of language.” Otheguy. Applied 
Linguistics Review, p. 289. 
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characters’ identities while decolonizing translation. It is by default an aesthetic form of 

identity claim, contestation and resistance and a strategy of negotiation that draws attention to 

the subtext of his work, revealing the transculturality and plurilingualism of Lebanese and 

Francophone writing, while negotiating the tensions between Lebanese and European linguistic 

and cultural expressions and pointing out the Lebanese sociocultural and linguistic realities in 

French, a Europhone colonial language. 

Given the context Mouawad’s plays deal with, a decolonial reading-as-translation 

seems unavoidable as readers from other ethnolinguistic groups ought to engage in a process 

of translation while reading his texts. Mouawad’s performances enable the audience, depending 

on their background, to either identify with the plot or delve into the subject matter beyond a 

superficial reading in the case of non-Lebanese audience members, preventing them from 

projecting Western preconceptions or sensitivities. De-translating his intentions, in the 

beginning of the play, the author hints at the five years spent as refugees in Paris with his 

mother and siblings, waiting constantly for news from his father, still in Lebanon. “le passe 

sanitaire ne vous dispense malheureusement pas du port du masque, et la durée de la 

représentation sera de cinq ans. Il n’y aura ni entracte ni cessez-le-feu.” (Mère 12) Thus, he 

injects irony into his discourse, while making a connection to the recent health crisis the 

audience is familiar with, which prompts them to respond with attentiveness and helps them 

better relate to the refugee crisis. 

Distressed and torn apart by anxiety, losing patience with her children, the protagonist, 

the mother, is living in exile with her daughter and two sons, in a flat in the 15th arrondissement 

of Paris. Halfway between reality and fiction, in a liminal area that the artist thrives in creating, 

the authoritarian mother is too worried to be able to offer affection to her children. This makes 

the sister, Nayla, a go-between, metamorphosed into a peacemaker who protects her little 

brother from their mother’s frustration, while the big brother is limited to a voice-off. The 
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father is represented in absentia: he stayed behind in Beirut and, as the phone lines are 

constantly cut, the family cannot get in touch with him. 

In order not to lose her mind, the mother is drowning in cooking, which is, apart from 

a way of caring for the family, a way of continuing to live in Lebanon even though they are 

exiled to Europe, in what the mother calls “cette terre d’en face” (Mère 14). While their mother 

is on the phone, either trying to reach their father or getting in touch with relatives displaced in 

the diaspora, the children, Nayla and Wajdi, carry on cooking the tabouleh (Mère 13) for 

instance, although there are several recipes illustrated throughout the play: hummus (Mère 18), 

feuilles de vigne (Mère 36), Kebbé (Mère 54) or maamoul (Mère 61). “Trente-quatre ans après 

sa mort, un peu de cannelle sur un oignon finement haché et me voilà blotti contre elle, hier 

comme aujourd’hui, ici et toujours là.” (Mère 12) It becomes obvious that food has the ability 

to trigger memories and to keep alive the memory of the mother and, unlike the Eurocentric 

Proustian example, to reinforce the bonds that keep diasporic generations together even in cases 

of forced displacement. 

(Mère 36) 
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The vine leaves, especially for the daughter, are associated not only with the recipes, but also 

with the police officers who ruined their garden back in Lebanon (“quand les miliciens sont 

arrivés chez nous, ils ont piétiné le jardin et ils ont arraché la vigne”, Mère 37). Such a recipe 

triggers memories rooted in trauma, proving that violence took over not only nature as a 

physical space, it threatened not only the family, but it left deep sequela from a psychological 

perspective. Returning does not seem an option for the daughter, but it is constantly an option 

for the mother. “(Le retour) comme une épice sur laquelle on n’arrive pas à mettre la main et 

sans laquelle tout devient fade.” (Mère 35) No matter how traumatizing the departure was, out 

of despair, the mother is clinging to the hope of a return to Lebanon which she also expresses 

in kitchen terms as a seasoning without which life has no taste. 

Acculturation seems to be out of the question for the mother who is non-stop preoccupied 

with the political context in her country of origin: “c’est moi qui ne m’habitue pas […] Je ne 

supporte plus rien de ce pays […] pour moi c’est la terre d’en face parce que ma tête est toujours 

tournée vers vous.” (Mère 17) Mouawad comments on how cruel forced displacement is 

because, despite the risks, in the first stage it opens up new possibilities in a safe refuge, then 

it creates the hopeful illusion of a possible return. 

C’est dans cette désillusion que réside la brutalité : elle qui croyait quitter la guerre 
en quittant le Liban, n’a rien quitté du tout, c’est même pire de loin. Tous les enfants 
libanais de ma génération ont assisté à cela. Dépositaires de cette charge émotive, 
chacun de nous se débrouille pour gérer cet héritage-là ; pour ma part, c’est en 
écrivant.88 

 

Distance does not remove trauma, for which writing is Mouawad’s coping mechanism, it turns 

it into a heritage and increases the feeling of hopelessness diasporic subjects experience. 

The mother’s initial care for the individual wellbeing is expanded to a feminine line of 

descent: “Nayla. J’ai fait une prière à la Vierge pour qu’elle nous protège […] j’ai versé toutes 

 
88 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 8. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
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les larmes de toutes les femmes de ma lignée dont je suis l’extrémité: Fadhila mère de Sawda, 

Sawda mère de Nawal, Nawal mère de Nazira, Nazira mère de Jacqueline et Jacqueline mère 

de Nayla!” (Mère 39) The mother’s attentiveness towards her family’s survival and care for 

the preservation of the genealogic relations in the diaspora are transposed into prayers 

expressed in Lebanese and literally translated into French: “Que Dieu comble tes désirs fais 

attention à toi […]. To’briné / Que Dieu vous protège tous.” (Mère 17) The prayers end up 

losing their religious symbolism, while becoming an expression of care. Generalizing it to all 

beings seeking respite from the violence of the war is a gesture of care towards refugees and 

an expression of attentiveness towards the social and political context. The mother’s prayers 

are intertwined with imprecations against what she perceives as the enemies of her country 

(Mère 16): “Que Dieu détruise Israël. […] Qu’est-ce qu’ils veulent de plus ? Ils ont déjà volé 

la terre des autres et ils veulent voler la nôtre ? […] Que Dieu vous extermine tous ! […] S’ils 

vous avaient gazés jusqu’au dernier, on n’en serait pas là !” (Mère 43-44) This reaction shows 

that diasporic pain is augmented by the distance which pushes their limits to despair. The 

swearwords she spits out during an outburst (which a Western audience can interpret as 

homophobic and sexist) point out her state of mind: “Vagin de sa mère enfant de pute pourquoi 

ça nous tombe dessus ?! Il n’y a pas de justice alors ? Où est Dieu s’il reste comme ça sans 

bouger dans l’ombre quand les mauvaises assassinent les bons ?” (Mère 72) For a religious 

Maronite family, an absent God or a world dominated by a godless lack of care that allows the 

unthinkable to happen, leads to a state of profound anguish. Her prayers ironically contrast 

with the news that the Pope prays for peace: “Mère. Le pape s’est dit bouleversé ?! […] Voilà 

qui va régler le problème.” (Mère 28) This remark emphasizes the uselessness of Western 

public stances that are not supported by competence, responsiveness and responsibility, in other 

words, by concrete measures that can lead to conflict resolution in the Middle East. 
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If the audience were to expect a poetic take on language from Mouawad, in this play 

the language used is biting, not leaving any doubts about the depth of the wounds inflicted on 

Lebanese people and its diaspora, which expands as care for the refugee experience. The 

mother’s tough parenting style is reflected through language, her silences and sharp tone: 

“Mère. Wajdi, viens répondre. […] C’est peut-être ton père du Liban, viens répondre si tu ne 

veux pas que je te démonte le cou!” (Mère 14) When she supervises Wajdi doing his 

homework, she helps him correct his mistakes in French (Mère 19-21): “mezon”, “faire boire 

les feuilles”, “la bombe est descendue”, “on allera”, “je allerai”. Looking into the child’s errors, 

it is obvious that he is trying to translate directly from Arabic into French which is a natural 

step for a learner in his position. However, the mother does not take it lightly and slaps the 

child when he does not conjugate the verb “aller” properly. The mother is rather strict and has 

high expectations of her son’s abilities to master French, which is what she derives pride from. 

What seems to be a humorous scene proves that care fails: it shows the parent’s despair and 

obsession for the son’s public image as a refugee in France. For instance, the mother wants her 

son to put on display his French in front of his relatives: “Mère (à Wajdi enfant). Quoi oui oui 

oui oui ? Parle, qu’elle voie que tu parles français […] Comment tu peux espérer te faire des 

amis si tu refuses de parler français ? [...] Oui, ma sœur… Il parle français mais ce garçon est 

une mule. Platon quand il veut et quand il doit parler ouiouiouinonnonnon.” (Mère 15) Her 

sarcasm gives a humorous touch to the scene, but her attitude revolves around the performance 

she wants her children to achieve as diasporic Lebanese, especially in front of the extended 

family. While on the phone with an aunt, Wajdi is asked by his mother to speak Arabic “Parle-

lui en arabe, qu’elle voie que tu sais encore parler arabe !” (Mère 71): on the one hand, she 

wants her son to have a native ability in French, on the other hand she insists that he maintain 

his skills in Arabic, aiming for flawless, idealist and perhaps unattainable bilingualism in exile. 
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The pressure comes from language, a factor of inclusion and linguistic discrimination, being 

an essential part of the family’s process of acculturation in France. 

When the younger son is bullied at school and called “sale Arabe” (Mère 30), his sister 

invites him to carry on playing as if they were still in Lebanon (“Nayla. Wajdi, on va jouer 

comme si on était au Liban, viens.”, Mère 17); however, influenced by his mother’s obsession 

with the news, the child pretends to be delivering the news: “Blablabla la guerre […] Paris : 

une voiture piégée a fait quarante-trois morts dans le quartier du Trocadéro. Les miliciens de 

Paris-Est ont bombardé les Parisiens de Paris-Ouest.” (Mère 68) By transposing the Lebanese 

civil war in Paris, the child not only recontextualizes the reality in which he lives as a refugee, 

but he also maps out the catastrophe for a potential French audience that lacks the knowledge 

(or, in care ethics terms, competence) to understand the scale of the historic events, in the hope 

of extracting them from their indifference. 

The mother struggles as she tries to take care of the children and cope with what has 

become monoparenting because of the forced displacement. “Mère. Les enfants changent. / 

Non non c’est pas pour leur bien qu’on fait ça… […] je suis en train de devenir une étrangère 

aux yeux de mes enfants toi tu me dis c’est à la femme de s’occuper des enfants toi c’est quoi 

ton rôle ?!” (Mère 32) Exile was the parents’ way of sacrificing themselves in order to give 

their children a chance to survive the civil war. Despite the mother’s care for them, she is afraid 

of the distance that acculturation imposes between generations and is enraged by the sexism of 

the traditional distribution of roles within the family. Apart from being isolated to her 

generative and biological function as a woman, mother and caretaker, she feels misunderstood, 

especially by her daughter who is slowly emancipating, rejecting the model of femininity 

imposed in the family, while adapting a Western lifestyle. When the two have an argument 

concerning language, the sister protects her little brother: 

Nayla. Laisse-le tranquille. Il parlera le français quand il décidera de le parler et il 
le parlera mieux que toi et moi. 
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Mère. […] Quand tu auras des enfants tu feras à ta tête. 
Nayla. […] je n’aurais jamais d’enfants. Et je ne comprends pas pourquoi on 
cuisine pour vingt alors qu’on est quatre. (Mère 22) 

 

Her decision not to have children points out her empowerment to say no and disobey, which 

does not diminish her attentiveness, responsibility and function as a caretaker for her brothers. 

It is Nayla who keeps in touch with the family dispersed by the civil war all over the world, 

who cooks, who plays with the children, who takes them to bed, who wants to buy winter coats 

for her brothers, despite their lack of resources, and who cares for the family, taking into 

account charges – rent, electricity, cooking spending. Adapting to a new set of values, the 

daughter has other aspirations, rejecting the idea of being somebody’s wife and mother: 

Nayla. Explique-moi seulement pourquoi est-ce que je me marierais ? 
Mère. Pour devenir une femme ma fille. 
Nayla. Pour devenir une femme ? (A Christine Ockrent) Elle veut me marier pour 
que je devienne une femme et vous savez ce que c’est devenir une femme pour elle 
? C’est se retrouver avec un homme qui pose son cul sur le canapé et donne des 
ordres. […] Si c’est ça être une femme, non merci. (Mère 64-65) 

 

Clearly expressed through her ironic definition of the gendered experience, Nayla aspires to an 

alternative femininity, one that is not defined by motherhood, obedience and invisibility. 

Confronted with such resistance, the mother thinks her daughter has been brainwashed (“qui te 

lave le cerveau […] Ce sont les Français qui t’ont mis ces idées dans la tête !”, Mère 65-66) 

Her daughter’s emancipation is perceived not only as an identitarian amnesia, a distancing from 

the family’s values and a dissolution of the diasporic nucleus, but also as a rejection of motherly 

care and of female solidarity: 

Mère. Au moins personne ne va te dire dessus, il n’y a pas de voitures piégées et 
personne ne va t’enlever. […] Tu as trois enfants à ta charge ? Tu fais le ménage 
toute la journée ? Tu as un mari sous les bombes ? […] Alors ta gueule ! Tu vas 
bien : ta gueule ! La seule qui a le droit de se plaindre ici, c’est moi. Tu t’inquiètes 
pour toi, moi je m’inquiète pour toi, pour ton frère, ton frère et pour ton père… 
(Mère 24) 
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By crying out the sacrifices she makes as a wife and as a mother, she neglects to give her 

daughter credit for her own attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness, 

synonyms of care, support and contribution to the family’s wellbeing in exile. These scenes 

highlight the role women play within the family as agents of care and more rarely objects of 

care, representing places of replication of the patriarchal pattern. The tension that dominates 

the relationship between the mother and Nayla is rooted in the continuity which is no longer 

possible: traditional family dynamics represent a vision of people who have not experienced 

exile. Breaking away from it means the destruction of the roles family members have and their 

restructuring in the country of adoption. For the mother, unable to process reinvention, 

emancipation is meaningless due to the traumatic uprooting and disintegration of the family 

and community. Surviving in a cultural framework that is no longer the same, the women in 

the family struggle to achieve radical emancipation; their empowerment consists in the central 

and vital role they play after the forced displacement. 

The diasporic experience is traumatizing as the mother cannot adapt to the family’s new 

reality and she’s obsessively watching the phone in the hope of getting news from her husband 

who decided to stay back: 

Mère. Abdo n’a toujours pas réussi ça fait trois semaines que je n’ai pas de ses 
nouvelles j’attends son appel j’espère qu’il n’a rien tu lui as parlé ? Tu sais s’il va 
bien ? […] on regarde les nouvelles à la télévision et on est comme des poisons 
dans les filets, on ne respire pas, on étouffe, chaque image nous arrache le cœur et 
comme je ne peux pas taper sur la télé je tape sur les enfants / De loin c’est pire 
[…] j’ai envie de m’arracher la tête pour arrêter d’imaginer Abdo éventré par une 
bombe toi abattue par un franc-tireur et tes enfants égorgés et je ne dis rien pour ne 
pas effrayer les enfants alors je sors dans la rue pour me changer les idées mais je 
suis un fantôme et ici sur cette terre d’en face ce n’est pas comme chez nous 
personne ne fait attention à personne […] les Parisiens sont méchants je tombe de 
fatigue et je me réveille en sursaut je crois que je suis à Beyrouth je me souviens 
que je suis à Paris et vous à Beyrouth et impossible de dormir. (Mère 15-16) 
 

Out of care for her children, the mother suppresses her emotions so that they do not panic. 

However, the scenes she imagines from a distance are nightmarish: family members shot dead, 
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slaughtered, her husband killed by a bomb, her extended family decimated. Spectral and sleep-

deprived, she cannot imagine herself anywhere else than in Lebanon: waking up in Paris, 

isolated and unable to adapt to the local culture, turns into a nightmare. Despite all her attempts 

to adjust to her country of adoption, nothing can change the images that obsess her day and 

night, especially as she is confronted by the locals’ indifference to her community’s and her 

family’s suffering. By highlighting that nobody cares about anyone and that the Parisians are 

mean, she points out a systemic indifference not only of the colonizers towards a former 

protectorate, but the lack of care of the Western powers towards the Middle East. 

As the phone lines are often cut, all the family has left in order to stay in touch with the 

local realities in their country of origin is the TV. As the family watches the news, they see 

their own neighborhood destroyed: “Liban: violents combats à Beyrouth. Pas de cessez-le-feu 

en vue.” (Mère 25) Interpreting her own role, Christine Ockrent, a Belgian journalist whose 

career came into spotlight thanks to the news presented on France 2 during the late 1970s, 

comes out of the television and joins them in their apartment or on the stage: she announces 

the slaughter of the Palestinian victims of the camps from Sabra and Chatila (Mère 70)89, as 

well as the instability of the Middle-East, ruining the hope of the mother. 

 

 
89 Drawing on reality and playing with approaches of documentary theater, the photographs representing Beirut 
belong to Gabriele Basilico’s series Beirut (1991), while the archive images depicting Sabra and Chatila are part 
of the animated documentary Valse avec Bachir, directed by Ari Folman, as well as the news broadcast by 
Antenne 2 on 18th September 1982. 
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 90 

The anchor’s physical presence on stage dissolves the border between the public screen of the 

TV and the domestic, intimate and private space of the home, a refuge in exile. As several 

layers of reality overlap in a metatheatrical approach, the mother tries to get some updates 

about her husband’s state and the anchor responds to her directly, triggering a humorous 

reaction. 

Mère. Pardon, madame Ockrent, mais le Liban, quoi d’autre sur le Liban ? 
Christine Ockrent (à la mère). Pour le moment rien d’autre malheureusement… 
(Mère 28) 
 

The mother’s obsessive questions about the place the Lebanese war occupies in the Westerners’ 

daily life (“Et le peuple libanais ?” (Mère 44); “(la présentatrice) elle n’a rien dit […] rien dit 

sur le Liban”, Mère 57), she feels even more isolated as her pain is met with indifference from 

the locals, as her community’s suffering is met with the indifference of a West that does not 

care about Lebanon, a territory it once rapaciously took a mandate in. “Il n’y a plus de 

conscience dans le monde occidental pour sauver nos vies.” (Mère 27) she resumes, 

disheartened, as the world moves on with the news to the following piece of breaking news. 

 
90 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 5, p. 9. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
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As she is trying to denounce the political, social and psychological abuse her 

community is suffering and expecting a ceasefire and a potential attempt at reparation, the 

mother positions herself in a “we” versus “them” confrontation. As such, seen from Françoise 

Lionnet’s perspective, “claims of collective injury are grounded in the definition of a “we” that 

is pitted against a “them” whose identity thus becomes firmly delineated in opposition to our 

own, our group or our nation. […] The distinction between “us” and “them” is not an easy one 

to make for this “trans/national” citizen…” (Lionnet 321) Out of care for his mother, the 

younger son asks the presenter not to trigger another outburst in which “we” suffers because 

of “them”, therefore not to speak about Lebanon, worrying about the wellbeing of the family 

dynamic: “est-ce que vous pouvez ne pas parler du Liban ? [...] Maman va encore s’énerver.” 

(Mère 42) The role of Wajdi young is played by a child not only because Mouawad promotes 

“métissage générationnel”91, but because it delivers a level of intensity and authenticity to the 

storytelling due to the breakthrough power of childhood in the theater; “L'enfant crée du réel.”92 

This reality that the child brings fuels the reality of the indifference towards the refugee 

crisis, a conundrum which the adult Wajdi cannot solve otherwise than through self-harm on 

stage: “chaque Libanais sait dans sa chair qu’il est impossible de tuer cette guerre. […] Wajdi 

se tire une balle dans la tête. Il tombe mort. Un temps. Il se relève. Il recommence, tombe, puis 

se relève. Même manège.” (Mère 77) War and forced displacement are traumas that 

transnational beings keep carrying within themselves throughout their lives and irreversibly 

transmit to the following generations. As he takes this imaginary gun and keeps killing himself, 

adult Wajdi points out not only the absurdity of the scene, but also the unthinkable of the war 

and the traumatic experiences the Lebanese and their diaspora go through. 

 
91 “Sur scène des enfants plongés dans le monde des grands”, Le Monde, 8th March 2023, 
https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2023/03/08/sur-scene-des-enfants-plonges-dans-le-monde-des-
grands_6164594_3246.html 
92 Idem. 
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Drawing on autobiographical elements and a direct legacy of Claude Gauvreau’s work, 

during the performance, Mouawad crosses the stage as a specter, always looming in the 

background, in a heterotopic space93 destined for the dead, on the margins of spaces for the 

living. In the incipit, the author admits to an outsider’s view perspective: “j’ai vu ma mère 

mourir […] je me suis vu la voir. Depuis, je vis hors de mon corps, spectateur de moi-même 

devant tout ce qui m’arrive.” (Mère 4) This is a state close to self-spectatorship, which critics 

have described as the artist flowing through his story like a ‘genie’94. 

After having their application for legal stay rejected, the family ends up relocating to 

Canada, labeled a land of exile (“Demande de séjour refusée obligation de quitter le territoire 

dans les trois mois”, Mère 74), where the mother dies of cancer soon after. Now that it is their 

turn to take care of their mother, the children step up and become caretakers. Nayla takes her 

mother to the hospital to get some tests (“Nayla. Elle passe d’autres examens. / Ils ne savent 

pas. / Des ganglions partout dans le dos.”, Mère 74), while Wajdi tries to soothe her pain. The 

following scene recalls Un obus dans le cœur : 

La mère dans son lit. Elle gémit de douleur. 
Mère. Wajdi […] Masse-moi les jambes… Masse-moi les jambes… 
Wajdi lui masse les jambes. 
Wajdi. Comme ça ?! 
Mère. J’ai mal… Masse-moi les jambes… J’ai mal. 
Wadji et Wajdi enfant soulèvent la mère et tentent de la calmer. La mère se calme. 
(Mère 78) 

 

Having both young and adult Wajdi on stage points out the process of coming of age for a 

young caretaker in charge of their parents and how trauma disintegrates the layers of reality, 

bending memories and distorting the real world. Crossing a metamorphic threshold, the 

characters create a spectral community, stepping into a transitional space of transformation and 

 
93 See Foucault. Le corps utopique, Les hétérotopies. 
94 “A Paris, Wajdi Mouawad et Christine Ockrent, brûlants par-delà les larmes”, Le temps, 31st May 2023, 
https://www.letemps.ch/culture/paris-wajdi-mouawad-christine-ockrent-brulants-pardela-larmes 
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encounter revolving the liminality95 of death. The metatheatrical approach (“Je m’en fiche, j’ai 

coupé la réplique, la scène était trop longue, mais dans une autre version tu me le demandais 

et je te disais oui.”, Mère 52) of the following spectral scene confronts an adult Wajdi with his 

ill mother’s spirit, both dominated by a sense of care, attentiveness and responsibility for the 

other. The son pays her a visit (Mère 49), the mother offers him something to eat and even 

reads his future in the coffee grounds. It is the son who tells her what has happened after her 

death: 

J’ai deux enfants. J’ai quitté le Québec. Je suis retourne vivre en France. La guerre 
du Liban ne s’est jamais terminée. […] Papa est mort l’an dernier d’une maladie 
qui a frappé le monde, on l’a enterré avec toi à Montréal, bientôt on posera une 
pierre avec vos noms. Sinon. Les Français s’obstinent à mettre de la semoule dans 
le taboulé, le port de Beyrouth où tu travaillais avant ton mariage a été rasé par 
l’explosion d’un hangar. (Mère 49) 
 

This spectral discussion hints at the Covid-19 pandemic and the explosions that shattered Beirut 

harbor in 2020, as if almost to dismiss all the hopes the mother used to cling on to. In this 

regard, Mère is “a spectral drama whereby the subject sustains itself through the ghostly 

emptiness of a lost other.” (Cheng 10) Although Mouawad’s writing is haunted by personal 

content, he manages to make it universal by approaching themes such as transnationalism, 

family dynamics, migration, and diaspora. In a “spectral turn”96, to refer to del Pilar Blanco’s 

and Peeren’s concept, the artist positions himself in a liminal space which enables an aesthetic 

and critical reflection on the universe created on stage. 

Drawing on Jacques Derrida’s theory, this positioning left a hauntological mark on 

Mouawad’s performances given that in its ambivalence, elusiveness and permanence, it 

revolves around the specter. As I explained in the chapter in which I analyzed Mouawad’s take 

on spectrality during the pandemic, Derrida reinforces the idea that “hauntology” (Derrida, 

 
95 See Diéguez. Escenarios liminales. 
96 See Blanco and Peeren. Popular Ghosts. 
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Spectres 31) replaces the essence of beings with the metaphor of the specters. Thus, he raises 

the question of the specter, not only because it is an indefinable apparition that we cannot see 

in the flesh, but because the specter is always a ghost, an untimely presence which constantly 

returns, which knows no geographical or historical boundaries, hence its capacity to haunt any 

generation. The reason Derrida insists on the importance of speaking about/with the specter 

revolves around the idea that the specter is also a question of heritage. “L’héritage n’est jamais 

un donné, c’est toujours une tâche. Elle reste devant nous aussi incontestablement que, avant 

même de le vouloir ou de le refuser, nous sommes des héritiers, et des héritiers endeuillés, 

comme tous les héritiers.” (Derrida, Spectres 94) We must learn to live with ghosts, Derrida 

maintains, who are figures of resistance against oblivion. The specter “nous regarde avant 

même que nous ne le voyions ou que nous ne voyions tout court. Nous nous sentons observés, 

parfois surveillés par lui avant même toute apparition.” (Derrida, Spectres 165) In order to 

show audience members who may not be aware of the historical context of the Middle East 

and that the past also concerns them, the artist invokes and evokes the specters. “Pas d’héritage 

sans appel à la responsabilité. Un héritage est toujours la réaffirmation d'une dette mais une 

réaffirmation critique, sélective et filtrante.” (Derrida, Spectres 150) Mouawad has precisely 

this obsession with responsibility towards those who suffered forced displacement, exile, war, 

but also towards those who have forgotten or who are ignorant of the atrocities committed 

during the colonial era and the trauma that we inherited. 

The interpretation of such context gives the possibility not only of bringing the victims 

out of oblivion, curing the amnesia which obsesses Mouawad, but also doing a “devoir de 

mémoire” by making the specters speak through performers’ voices. Derrida maintained that 

“(l)’interprétation performative (serait) une interprétation qui transforme ce qu'elle interprète.” 

(Derrida, Spectres 89) and emphasizes the importance of verbalizing: “ce qui paraît presque 

impossible, c'est toujours de parler du spectre, de parler au spectre, de parler avec lui, donc 
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surtout de faire ou de laisser parler un esprit.” (Derrida, Spectres 32) This prise de parole is 

in fact a way of conjuring of the dead, as well as an evocation or summoning of specters, which 

helps in the process of mourning and which, by denying the negative force of ghosts, helps the 

spirits find their peace. It is also a technique that allows “se faire voir par les fantômes. Le 

fantôme, toujours, ça me regarde.” (Derrida, Spectres 214) The Middle Eastern historical 

context concerns us all, even if we have nothing directly to do with the political event: it is part 

of our heritage, therefore our responsibility. 

This powerful act of reconfiguring a violent history and creating a hauntological 

performance is an attempt at artistic reparation and redemption. In the presence of the specters, 

Mouawad learned not only to live as a human being, but also to write and to create, as an artist. 

Ironically, the ending of the play is shaped like a news report announcing the death of the 

mother: 

Christine Ockrent. Madame, monsieur, bonsoir. (Silence) Une voix s’est tue. 
Aujourd’hui, 17 décembre 1987, à sept heures du matin, Jacqueline Mouawad, née 
Gharzouzi, est morte. Elle avait cinquante-cinq ans. La communauté internationale 
n’a pas réagi, les drapeaux n’ont pas été mis en berne. […] Il suffit toujours de 
raconter. Aucune vie n’est anonyme. (Noir) (Mère 79) 
 

Both individual (the death of the mother) and collective losses (the civil war) are met with the 

indifference of the others: if the international community did not react to the political events in 

Lebanon, why would it react to the loss of a human life? However, all it takes is storytelling so 

that all the lives destroyed by the war will not be forgotten, especially given how important the 

mother’s role is in transmitting and preserving personal and collective memories. 

In order to achieve this goal, “(le) théâtre fait dériver doucement le récit vers la fiction 

alors même qu’on est convaincu de rester dans la biographie.”97 Depending on the perspective, 

 
97 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 6. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
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the last centuries could be perceived as “an age of trauma”98 or “an age of testimony” (Felman 

and Laub 17), and Mouawad’s works explore their symptoms, the wounds and illnesses as 

literature cannot escape individual and collective, private or public traumas, confronting them, 

being “face aux traumas” (Gefen 85). According to Alexandre Gefen, mourning has become 

“une sorte de sous-genre contemporain du récit mémoriel et du récit traumatique” (Gefen 131). 

For Barbara Havercroft (Havercroft 23), trauma draws on the paradoxical dynamics between 

the impossibility, necessity or possibility of expressing itself, thus being characterized by the 

“possibilité impossible” (Derrida, Dire l’événement 86) of its testimony. Looking into the 

characters’ name in the character breakdown, Mouawad’s formatting has changed throughout 

his career: 

(Au Québec) Je vivais et écrivais alors en québécois, même si les histoires qui me 
venaient étaient toutes liées au Liban et à la guerre civile. Au cours de ces années 
montréalaises, je ne parvenais pas à nommer, dans les spectacles, le réel […] 
nommer le réel m’était insupportable […] Puis, de spectacle en spectacle, le réel 
s’est mis à se glisser dans les interstices. […] je n’ai cessé de vouloir utiliser la 
réalité sociale et politique dans les spectacles que je mettais en scène […] Que ce 
soit […] la présence de Bertrand Cantat dans la mise en scène des tragédies de 
Sophocle, que ce soit dans Seuls avec l’intrusion des voix de ma propre sœur et de 
mon propre père […] le réel est devenu une écriture, une matière dont je pouvais 
user […] Il ne pouvait plus être question de nommer autrement les personnages que 
par leurs prénoms véritables. Comme l’amnésique qui tout à coup se souvient. 
Jacqueline, Nayla, Naji, Abdo, Wajdi. (Mère 4-7) 
 

Allowing reality to surface in his fiction allows the artist to make proof of responsiveness as 

part of his ethics of care approach. In Mouawad’s creations, trauma and mourning do not resist 

representation, they take on a care ethics approach based on an aesthetic of the excessive. Sarah 

Kofman underlines the fact that the necessity of testimony exceeds accuracy and as such certain 

traumas need to be fictionalized in order to make unbearable truths heard (Kofman 44). 

According to Derrida, this unnamed essence, pertaining to a non-present present, 

disappearance or absence, “C’est quelque chose qu’on ne sait pas […] si c’est vivant ou si c’est 

 
98 See Rippl. Haunted Narratives: Life Writing in an Age of Trauma. 
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mort.” (Derrida, Spectres 25-26) Mouawad’s presence on stage hints at a hauntological 

existence in which the specter is not non-existent, despite its (in)visible manifestations: it is a 

figure that keeps making its presence felt in the life of people suffering from trauma. Especially 

when the perspective belongs to an adult who witnessed the traumatic event as a child, the 

spectral nature of memories bends reality and narrative; as such, the narrative cannot be 

complete, linear and accurate; in its fragmentation, repetition and excess, Mouawad’s 

counternarratives are only restorative through their ability to spotlight traumatic events, to 

explore a language that can do justice to the experience lived and tell a subjective truth, while 

creating connections. 

[L]e témoignage d’un trauma est toujours forcément lacunaire, troué par le réel 
traumatique qui ne se laisse pas saisir par l’intelligibilité d’un récit. […] Le 
témoignage d’un trauma laisse toujours un reste, une part d’inconnaissable et 
d’incompréhensible, d’intémoignable, qui signe la déroute du sens et mine 
l’intelligibilité du récit. (Parent 120) 
 

Using personal experience as a vector for reflection on collective memory, intertwining 

individual grief and responses to social injustice and trauma, Mouawad felt prompted to use 

real place and people’s names in his approach to self-writing as a generative force rooted in 

care ethics: “à la manière du deuil, le témoignage réussit dans la mesure où il échoue.”(Delvaux 

24) Based on Baroni’s (Baroni 155-175), Freyermuth’s (Freyermuth 129-150) and Mistreanu’s 

(Mistreanu 25-44) research in the field, transbiography eschews the Lejeunien pact of triple 

nominal identity typical to autobiography and autofiction, and inscribes the biographical into 

the fictional, blending the margins of factuality. Thus, the artist proceeds to explore 

transbiographical writing, distorting the borders between life and work, while exploring the 

relationship between care ethics and the socio-cultural and political context of the universe 

depicted. 

The postcolonial context, war and forced displacement have contributed to a 

reconfiguration of the family, questioning not only diasporic identities, intra and 
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intergenerational relationships coping with trauma, but also the representation and place of 

gender in this dynamic dominating new forms of family storytelling. The new configuration of 

the family opposes not only tradition and modernity, but it reshapes its structure and gives rise 

to a complex process of memory transmission. Mère and Sœurs illustrate monoparentality as 

well as the situations in which the daughter or the sister becomes in charge of the family, 

substituting the mother figure and, as individual and collective memory become permeable, 

such elements of the plot are intertwined with documentary, transbiographical and 

metafictional narrative strategies. The responsiveness Mouawad’s work makes proof of reveals 

an attentiveness and concern for ancestrality99 referring not to a return to the origins, but rather, 

in a post-colonial context, to a process of identity negotiation and a positioning in liminality as 

an act of resistance. 

 

Sœurs: feminine care in its plurality 

Going through a process of identity negotiation and supporting acts of feminine 

resistance, the one-woman show Sœurs is subtitled as a text inspired by Annick Bergeron, the 

solo actress of the performance, and Nayla Mouawad, Mouawad’s sister. They are both vessels 

of History with capital H (“les réceptacles de la grande Histoire”100), as the artist himself co-

credits them in the program of the performance. Initially designed as a performance revolving 

only around Nayla’s life, the project developed as the interaction between the actress and the 

artist’s sister led to a dual narrative performed by Bergeron. Although the performance has 

been criticized for the director’s ability to be a bit too much and get on the audience’s nerves101, 

it has been highly praised for dramaturgical artfulness, dramatic power and Bergeron’s acting 

 
99 See Oliveira. A ancestralidade na encruzilhada. 
100 “Programme de salle Sœurs, June-July 2021”, p. 6, La Colline - théâtre national, 
https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/prog_soeurs_1.pdf  
101 “Sœurs de Wajdi Mouawad : Apocalypse dans une chambre d’hôtel”, Critical Stages/Scènes critiques, The 
IATC journal/Revue de l'AICT – December 2015: Issue No 12, https://www.critical-stages.org/12/soeurs-de-
wajdi-mouawad-apocalypse-dans-une-chambre-dhotel/ 
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skills (Ordóñez 26). The performance focuses on metaphorical sisterhood, bonding over 

memory, language and belonging which often creates closer ties than blood. Middle-aged 

female professionals, Geneviève and Nayla both carry the burden of a family history, Manitoba 

and Lebanon, and in both cases a legacy of an invasive mother or father. By suffering a 

traumatizing experience, Mouawad’s protagonists belong to a “generation of postmemory”102 

which inherited its ancestors’ trauma and as such they represent a link between individual, 

family103 and collective memory, leading to a “multidirectional memory”104. 

In the prologue of the play, the author describes the process through which he wrote 

Sœurs. “C’est en regardant ma sœur repasser chemises, pantalons, draps, serviettes, culottes et 

chaussettes qu’émotivement est née Sœurs.” (Sœurs 5) The enumeration included in this 

repetitive gesture subscribing to the sphere of domestic activities shows the responsiveness 

with which women, in this case the sister, take care of the family, namely the male members. 

Et je regardais ma sœur repasser. Je me suis mis à penser à la vie de cette femme. 
Les sacrifices qui avaient été les siens, ses rêves, ses espoirs, ses secrets, le peu 
d’intimité dont elle a pu jouir […] elle m’est soudainement apparue, peu à peu, sur 
un plan métaphorique, beaucoup plus puissante et beaucoup plus grande et je m’en 
suis voulu d’avoir porté sur ma sœur un regard aussi misérabiliste, pour ne pas dire 
moralisateur et insupportablement paternaliste. (Sœurs 5-6) 
 

Ironing takes on a metaphorical dimension: the sister presses down the folds of the clothes 

belonging to family members traumatized by war and exile and her gestures are a way of 

unfolding history with care and abnegation. It is the sister who provided palliative care to the 

dying mother, who looked after the widowed father, who took care of her brothers, who 

maintained the connection with them and with the diasporic family, dispersed because of the 

war. “dans cette famille, nous avons appris à ne pas tenir compte de l’essentiel, en tout cas à 

réduire ma sœur à une place périphérique alors qu’elle est centrale…” (Sœurs 5) Thus, the sister 

 
102 See Hirsch. The Generation of Postmemory. 
103 See Muxel. Individu et mémoire familiale. 
104 See Rothberg. Mémoire multidirectionnelle. 
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is the central agent of attentiveness, competence and responsibility that protects the cohesion 

of the diasporic family. 

Analyzing this gesture, the author acknowledges the sexism of the male gaze and the 

traditional distribution of roles in the family, rooted in self-righteousness, pity and paternalism. 

The urgency of storytelling and giving voice to unacknowledged stories prevails over the 

restrictive perspective he has due to his positionality. By displaying the limitations of his ability 

to understand the feminine perspective, he emphasizes the limits of his dramaturgy of care. 

Interpreting a text depends on perspective and, therefore, on the gaze it casts upon its 

characters as it converges the dynamics of power, allowing readers to rethink social gender 

roles in their political dimension. If Laura Mulvey's male gaze coined in Visual pleasure and 

narrative cinema (1975) seems to focus on the representation of oppressed female figures 

through the gaze of sexist, abusive, dominant male gaze, Mouawad’s texts tend to reflect the 

postcolonial gaze (Said), the oppositional gaze105 (bell hooks) and even, I dare say, by co-

creating with Nayla Mouawad and Annick Bergeron, the feminine gaze in their ability to resist 

repression. 

In performances such as Sœurs, the female performer has contributed to the cultural 

product, reappropriating and claiming its narrative. Although the play has two distinct female 

protagonists, the performance itself is a solo. Through a sophisticated use of scenic devices and 

technology, due to the set designer Emmanuel Clolus, the performance is carried out by 

Bergeron, who interprets several characters simultaneously. The project aimed to distribute an 

actress, with the goal of maintaining the distance (Sœurs 6). As practical as this approach may 

be, it begs the question of a white body interpreting a Middle Eastern woman or, to take it a 

step further, the ability to embody the lived experience of a woman in the post-colonial, exilic, 

 
105 See hooks bell. The Oppositionnal Gaze. 
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transnational context. However, I believe this remark belongs to a larger debate on artistic 

freedom and the limitations of representation which my thesis can only slightly touch upon. 

Given that Nayla as a distinct performer/body is never physically seen on stage, it 

highlights the fact that the performer becomes a symbol of the shared female experience; it 

lends itself to the idea that identity and self-hood are fluid, permeable, evasive to corporeal 

boundaries, especially when it comes to interconnectedness and how the female body positions 

itself in relation to other bodies. Annick Bergeron meets Nayla and, out of their discussions, 

recordings and interviews, what came to the surface was not only Nayla’s identity and the 

Lebanese context, but also Annick's own story and the trauma they have in common (Sœurs 7): 

“les guerres et les exils et les injustices ont créé les conditions géopolitiques pour qu’elles se 

rencontrent et que l’une se retrouve à interpréter l’autre.” (Sœurs 8) Initially called Sœur, in the 

singular, the project then started moving away from personal drama and chose to show the 

recent history experienced by the two women. This is why the name was changed to Sœurs 

(Sœurs 8), in the plural, pointing out the plurality of the female experience of trauma and 

making visible the invisible to which otherwise the project would not have had given access 

(Sœurs 8). 

If Nayla is perceived through the linguistic and cultural prism of her Lebanese origins, 

shaped by the Lebanese civil war and exile, Annick’s identity goes back to her parents’ history. 

They came from Manitoba's French-speaking community and moved to Quebec to raise their 

children in French, fighting against a process of linguistic and cultural assimilation. According 

to the author, “Ce qui les sépare est lié à la terre, ce qui les rassemble est lié au corps” (Sœurs 

9): although the characters are different due to their cultural background, what they have in 

common is their age, experience of exile, gender and role in the family. Drawing on Tilley’s 

notion of bodily awareness that a sense of self is created through place and that bodies are tied 

to their context (“Places belong to our bodies and our bodies belong to these places.”, Tilley 
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15), Mouawad perceives the female body through the lens of embodied memory engrained in 

the feminine experience. 

In his exploration of care for the feminine experience in exile and diaspora, Mouawad’s 

perspective manages to deconstruct the idea of identity transformation, showing the extent to 

which female characters, despite being exiled and different through history, race, language and 

background, bond over their corporeal similarity and shared experience. Thus, what brings 

them together is suffering, which highlights the care for the interrelatedness of ‘making 

humanity’. Furthermore, what brings them together is the permeability of the female body 

which allows for a plurality of identities within the corporeal space (Ritter 85), which draws 

on Athena Athanasiou’s and Judith Butler’s exploration of universality over singularity (Butler 

55). Angela Ritter’s concept of “transcorporeality” considers the body as a space one can 

occupy and from which one can be displaced or exiled; taking into account the instances in 

which the female body lacks the ability to control the corporeal borders and as such be self-

autonomous and capable of defending itself. The trans-ability focuses on the “movement across 

and between human bodies thus highlighting inter changes, connections, and ultimately the 

permeability of the body.” (Ritter 83) The question of corporeality is even more relevant in 

Mouawad’s work as it applies to the female body on stage, which, by default, pushes the 

boundaries of expectations regarding the female body through embodiment and representation 

of the body in performance. 

The solo body in the performance is the protagonist Geneviève Bergeron whose French-

speaking family has migrated from Manitoba to Quebec. Her career focuses on law, mediation 

and resolving major conflicts; yet, despite her expertise, she is unable to mediate the inner 

conflict she feels due to the linguistic and racial discrimination her Manitoban family history 

is intertwined with. As she is on her way to Ottawa, where she will be delivering a conference 

on international mediation and conflict resolution, her mother calls her on the phone: a relative 
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from Manitoba has just passed away, and the family is going to bury him in English since there 

is no longer a funeral service available in French in the province. 

Counterbalancing her presence, Layla is an insurance expert sent to fill out a report on 

the damage the lawyer has done, after a meltdown, in the hotel room she rented during the 

conference. Geneviève had brought with her three trays of Middle Eastern food left over from 

the conference and, when Nayla discovers the dishes in the ravaged hotel room, she is 

immediately overcome by nostalgia for her native Lebanon. As a diasporic first generation 

Neo-Canadian, she carries the burden of her Lebanese family’s past and, while trying to 

mediate the inter-generational conflict, she discovers in her Canadian counterpart a sister in 

suffering. 

While she is driving, Geneviève receives a phone call from her mother who lets her 

know that uncle Antoine passed away and that she would like to return to Manitoba to see her 

house and the landscape she grew up in (Sœurs 14). Although Geneviève is an expert in 

mediation in conflict zones, she explodes when her mother refers to Quebec as a place of exile: 

“tu me parles en anglais, justement […] tu me parles en marde […] Don’t say that / Maman, 

fuck, ça fait plus de quarante ans qu’on vit au Québec / Comment tu peux appeler ça un exil?” 

(Sœurs 15) Short-circuiting the techniques she puts in place in her training sessions, Geneviève 

has an outburst that is expressed through constant code-switching between French and English, 

dominated by Québécismes (“calèche […] crisser […] pus […] marde […] fait qu’on”, Sœurs 

14-15), showing her exhaustion. Being confronted with a crisis in the Middle East, Geneviève 

downplays the issues her mother is complaining about, namely the English-language funeral 

service in her province of origin. However, the lack of a bilingual service indicates the 

disappearance of the Francophone Manitoban community, which is an aspect Geneviève does 

not grasp the scale of, being focused rather on the geopolitical issues she deals with at work. 
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As she delivers the conference on conflict mediation in Ottawa, she makes sure to 

translate the key terms in both French and English, explaining that mediation deals with 

responsibility, openness, trust, humility / humiliation, while underlining that “mediation is not 

only a negotiation, but also an involvement.” (Sœurs 16) By performing this speech in front of 

an audience, while having her mother’s words deeply ingrained in her mind, she realizes that 

mediation consists in “redonner la parole et le langage à ceux qui ne croient plus ni à la parole 

ni à la force du langage.” (Sœurs 16) This epiphany, extrapolated to her mother’s situation, 

pointed out to her that Francophone Manitobans hope for a linguistic mediation that is the only 

approach that has reparative potential. 

Having wrapped up the conference, she takes some Middle Eastern food that was served 

at the event and goes to the hotel. The following scene is dominated by elements of humor and 

slapstick (Sœurs 18): the ironing board falls from the sky, reminding of the gesture that inspired 

the Sœurs project, the lights misbehave, and all the voice-activated hotel appliances have a 

vocal system in English, French being nonexistent. In total disbelief (“tu peux-tu le croire ?”, 

Sœurs 19), Geneviève almost convulses when the hotel room system mispronounces her name: 

“Non, je ne m’appelle pas “Dgenevivi Burguer-on”, mais “Geneviève Bergeron”, y a pas de 

burger là-dedans.” (Sœurs 26) Geneviève Bergeron whose name the technology in the hotel 

room mispronounces over and over again, destroys the ultra-modern hotel room because the 

automated voice controlling the TV refuses to speak in French. The humor with which 

Mouawad plays when it comes to the errors of bilingualism in Canada and the absurdity of the 

Western world is greatly appreciated by the audience and critics106 and as such, the freezing 

cold of the Canadian winter is constantly mirrored by the chilling indifference of the 

technology-dominated “interactive” hotel room. Thundering with Québécismes (“calisse”, 

 
106 “Les « Sœurs » de Wajdi Mouawad sur scene”, L’Orient Le Jour, 11th April 2015, 
https://www.lorientlejour.com/article/920123/les-soeurs-de-wajdi-mouawad-sur-scene.html 
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Sœurs 18; “Tabarnak!”, Sœurs 22), Geneviève does not take this humorous situation lightly, as 

the system keeps adding fuel to the fire: 

Geneviève Bergeron. Tivi 
La télévision murale s’allume. 
Télévision. Dear Dgenevivi Burguer-on. 
Geneviève Bergeron. Français […] French! 
Télévision. Welcome to the Palace House Hotel Ottawa Canada. 
Geneviève Bergeron. French ! [...] Menue ! […] Langage! […] French ! […] 
French ! […] Chinese ! […] Russian ! […] French ! [...] Arabic ! […] French ! [...] 
French ! French ! French ! (Sœurs 24-25) 
 

The TV follows the commands in any language, except for French, a request to which the 

device switches automatically to English. Geneviève takes this “panne de la langue française” 

(Sœurs 26) personally, as a punishment against her linguistic identity. Desperate, she even calls 

the reception, referring to Canada's Official Languages Act (Sœurs 26) according to which the 

clients should be served in English and in French. Met with indifference from the staff, she 

loses her temper, takes all the drinks from the fridge that keeps repeating her gestures in English 

and ruins the room, in what seems like a disproportionate rage. Then, she crawls under the bed, 

the only place that offers her a feeling of safety, far from the absurdity and alienating nature of 

technology. 

After taking note of the facts, the manager and the police officers send an insurance 

expert to do a report. When Layla arrives, she speaks to her father on the phone, thinking she 

is all alone in the hotel room. Code-switching between French and Arabic, she tries to calm 

down her father who started an argument about food which then led to a series of traumatizing 

memories about Lebanon: 

Non, tu ne vas pas mourir bientôt et je ne serai pas débarrassée ça fait vingt ans que 
tu me promets que tu vas mourir bientôt et que je ne suis toujours pas débarrassée 
/ Papa, le Canada ce n’est pas le Liban, il y a des lois il y a des règles on les respecte 
/ A chaque fois que je m’absente pour mon travail toi tu me parles de la guerre du 
Liban, de la maison détruite à Beyrouth et de la bombe dans le jardin à la montagne 
! / Je suis à Ottawa pas à Sabra ou Chatila […] / Fais ce que tu veux mais mange / 
Il y a des figues, il y a des nèfles / Oui elles ont un goût de carton mais mange-les 
quand même / Mais mange / OK, OK / Yala, yala / Bye, bye. (Sœurs 35-36) 
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The repetition of the verb “manger” hints at the care she shows toward her father’s wellbeing, 

especially as the father cannot adapt to local Canadian food and keeps comparing its taste to 

Lebanese dishes. Similar to the mother in Mère, her father’s present is constantly haunted by 

the past: keeping in mind the ethical implications of transgenerational transmission of traumatic 

memories. The parents’ remembrance and lecture on the war in Lebanon is an act of 

competence, attentiveness, responsibility or, in other words, care towards the identity of the 

younger generations and a move against oblivion. For the parents, forgetting the war equals 

forgetting their identity; for their children, forgetting or attempting to move past trauma equals 

healing. After her mother’s death, Layla sacrifices herself and takes care of her father and, in 

order to help him feel at home in Canada, she keeps recontextualizing the present, bringing him 

back to what for him is a land of exile. Confronted with this refusal to adjust, she argues that 

she is his daughter and should be treated as such: “je ne suis pas ta femme je suis ta fille” 

(Sœurs 35), which shows that in the absence of a mother figure, she has to take over and cope 

with responsibilities no child should have to deal with. 

Layla seems to have integrated well in Canada after having fled Lebanon as a child, 

with her father, and her stable career is an indicator of her successful adaptation. However, 

although she gives the impression of failure, as emphasized by the idea of having missed her 

chance in life, she is not a passive spectator to what life has to offer; on the contrary, she is 

fully aware of the sacrifice she makes out of care and as such, with responsiveness, is claiming 

control of her own destiny. As Layla reports on the facts and fills in the form, she corrects the 

receptionist’s pronunciation concerning their names: it’s Geneviève Bergeron and Layla 

Bintwarda (Sœurs 37), which underlines that having their names pronounced properly draws 

on their need for respect and acceptance. When she discovers the food Geneviève brought from 

the event, Layla rediscovers the dishes of her childhood: “Kébbé Arnabiyyé ! […] Kéchk ! [...] 
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Yihh ! […] Mon Dieu ! (Elle se régale.) Mais c’est délicieux ! (Elle goût un autre mets, elle 

rit.)” (Sœurs 38) Enjoying the food opened up the source to many memories and equally as 

many frustrations, especially as the father does not appreciate the care she shows him by 

cooking for him: “il m’engueule comme si tout ça c’était de ma faute, la guerre, l’exil, la mort, 

tout ça c’est moi, alors il fait la tête, je lui fais à manger, il ne mange pas et se plaint parce 

qu’ici les fruits et les légumes sont en carton.” (Sœurs 39) What bothers her more is not her 

father’s lack of gratefulness, but the fact that she is powerless in front of her father’s trauma: 

“il pleure un pays qui n’a jamais existé et il me fait porter le poids d’une guerre qu’il ne m’a 

jamais racontée ” (Sœurs 39), which turns her into a psychological therapist who does not have 

the knowledge nor the skills to deal with his father’s suffering. 

Describing the war as a weight she has to carry, Layla hints at the transgenealogical 

transmission of trauma, a type of trauma that first generations inherit from their parents. 

Fleeing a country ravaged by conflict, she has personal knowledge of the civil war which still 

haunts her: “Beyrouth est encerclée par l’armée israélienne au sud et par l’armée syrienne à 

l’est et […] à l’ouest il n’y a que la mer.” (Sœurs 44) War inhabits her nightmares dominated 

by a profound feeling of claustrophobia. Feeling as if there was no escape, Layla shares her 

experience with Geneviève and tells her that she chooses to put herself second, prioritizing the 

care for her family: 

tu n’as pas le temps, tu dois t’occuper de tes frères, de ton père, tu dois faire le 
repassage, la cuisine, la vaisselle, tu dois faire les bagages, fuir le pays, 
accompagner ta mère à l’hôpital, et à la préfecture, comprendre les procédures des 
séances de chimiothérapie, et celles du renouvellement des visas […] les chutes, 
les rémissions et les rechutes, et puis l’interdiction de demeurer sur le territoire, 
alors les bagages encore, et l’exil encore, et la neige et le froid et, au-dessus du 
cadavre de ta mère, tendre un billet de vingt dollars à ton petit frère pour le consoler 
et devenir sa mère avant d’aller enterrer ta mère et te marier avec ton père. […] Je 
ne suis née que pour porter le chagrin de ma mère, l’humiliation de mon père et 
dégager le chemin pour mes frères. (Sœurs 45) 
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Layla becomes a wife- and mother figure for her family as she takes over the household chores, 

becomes a caretaker for her dying mother, interprets and translates for the entire refugee family, 

all while coping with her own hardship. Thus, she becomes a metaphor for the permeability of 

the exilic female body as a hospitable space of sacrifice and epigenetic inherited trauma, a body 

that ensures the cohesion of the diasporic community. 

Empathizing with Layla’s pain and finding herself in her story, Geneviève recalls her 

family’s exile to Quebec and the inherited trauma she copes with. In the first place, she 

witnessed the aftermath of a traumatic event – her mother’s exile – and then she becomes a 

witness to Layla’s testimony which leads to empathy, self-reflection, identification and 

understanding of external and internal conflicts. The ability to share their testimony is mediated 

by language. If we look into how female protagonists use language in these two plays, 

Geneviève, Layla, the mother and Nayla codeswitch as they breathe, switching not only 

languages, but also registers and idiolects, which is decolonizing, empowering and freeing. 

Although Annabel Kim’s research is unrelated to Mouawad’s work, their notion of 

“unbecoming language”107 is relevant in the case of these female protagonists. If we think of 

them from Françoise Vergès’s anti-Eurocentric perspective on feminism, we understand that 

civilizational feminism which leans on classism, gender and racist domination, stands in sharp 

contrast with decolonial feminism which works on destabilizing it, along with capitalism and 

imperialism (Vergès 5). “Decolonial feminism leads to de-patriarchalizing revolutionary 

struggles. In other words, feminisms with decolonial politics contribute to the struggle, 

undertaken for centuries by part of humanity, to assert its right to existence.” (Vergès 10) As 

Geneviève and Layla share their testimonies, they reappropriate their narrative and use 

 
107 “This subjectivity without subjecthood—where one is fully in oneself but free, fluid, unfixed, 
potential—is what I call unbecoming. […] Unbecoming is thus an act of erosion (eroding those categories 
we ostensibly correspond to and are contained by) and of excess (becoming more than our identitarian 
limits would have us be, spilling out past the contours that used to delimit us) […] Unbecoming is the 
process by which one attains this non-identitarian state of plurality and possibility, and it passes through 
an encounter or relationship with language.” (Kim 6) 



 
 
 

151 
 

unbecoming language to mark a collective struggle, regardless of the type of oppressive 

discourse rooted in class, race or sexuality. 

Maintaining her role in personal and collective memory practices, Geneviève shares 

her testimony by putting into words snippets of memories from her childhood. As she goes 

back in time, trying to deploy history, Geneviève splits all the events in before and after Irène 

(“Irène était encore avec nous”, Sœurs 42). In the 1960s, this indigenous girl who was baptized 

Irène was placed in foster care with the Francophone Manitoban family Bergeron in Saint 

Boniface. Adjusting to the flat, snowy plains of Manitoba, she repeats a saying from her 

community “les bisons vont attaquer !” (Sœurs 42), based on a Metis legend of the Neepawa 

community saying that out of all the animals, only the bison walk against the wind (Sœurs 43). 

This phrase becomes a symbolizer of memory as a tool of empowerment, while showing the 

resilience and resistance that the community is capable of, despite the abuses suffered. One 

day, Irène’s biological sister came to pick her up, saying that “ma petite sœur n’a rien à voir à 

faire icitte.” (Sœurs 43); in other words, she does not belong there, which lead to a separation 

that kept haunting Geneviève who, as an adult, started researching her whereabouts. When 

Irène, now a cellist in Germany named Winema Bergeron, writes to her (“Ma petite Geneviève, 

ma petite sœur blanche […] les bisons vont attaquer !”, Sœurs 50), she expresses her care 

reminding her to be resilient in front of adversities, drawing on solidarity. 

Moreover, Irène’s empathy for the foster family was rooted in the exilic experience 

they themselves went through. For instance, when she was at school in Manitoba, their mother 

was “cette petite fille obligée de réciter au milieu de la classe des mots qu’elle ne comprend 

pas dans une langue qu’elle ne comprend pas, devant l’inspecteur fédéral de passage. Very 

good, little girl! Thank you, sir, avant de retourner s’asseoir en tremblant. Thank you, sir.” 

(Sœurs 42). As the educational inspector demands Geneviève’s mother to use English so that 

afterward he congratulates her on her performance in a language unknown to the child yet 
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imposed on her through the education system, the linguistic abuse becomes even more visible. 

The intrusion of English through the repetition of “Thank you”, despite its rhythm, persuasive 

and poetic force, highlights the invasion of English as a dominant language into the life of a 

minor French-speaking community, especially among children whose understanding of 

linguistic politics is limited. Shaking, unable to respond and fight back, the child can only 

‘thank’ the adult in a position of power for inflicting violence on her, forcing her to repeat a 

text in English, a language she does not speak. This phrase is not an expression of gratefulness, 

it is rather “ une phrase iceberg dont seule la partie immergée donnerait à voir, peut-être, une 

colère…” (Sœurs 42);: thus, it is a phrase that underlines the obedience of the Manitobans, 

victims of an oppressive linguistic regime, trying to survive the violence, hostility and 

discrimination they are confronted with. 

Thank you, sir et même Thank you my lord, pour avoir donné à ma mère une langue 
à se tatouer sur sa propre langue. Thank you, de l’avoir égorgée du chant de ses 
ancêtres, Thank you pour la honte de nos pères, pour le bégaiement de nos mères, 
Thank you mille fois pour l’humiliation, Thank you pour le people francophone du 
Manitoba envoyé à l’école anglaise. Thank you pour la pendaison de Louis Riel et 
du peuple métis Thank you pour l’Histoire oubliée, Thank you, Thank you je ne le 
dirai jamais assez, Thank you pour le God Save the Queen entonné chaque matin à 
l’école… (Sœurs 42-43) 
 

An intertextual reference to Michèle Lalonde's Speak White (1968) that condemned the cultural 

and linguistic discrimination of the French-speaking community in Canada, the “Thank you” 

monologue highlights the fundamental oppression underlying Canadian history and settler 

colonialism. The use of the antiphrasis as main rhetorical device is effective in accusing the 

English-speaking Canadian colonialist powers108: it showcases the contrast between the 

 
108 The Francophone Manitoban community in the 19th century was deeply affected by the Manitoban Schools 
Question, a political crisis that led to English being the only official language in Manitoba, the use of French 
declining and the Francophone speakers moving to Quebec. Founder of the province and leader of the Metis 
people, Louis Riel represents for French-speaking Canadians a figure of resistance and heroic victim whose 
execution increased the Quebecois nationalism. 
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positive connotation of what the child is conditioned to say and the negative charge it carries 

as, deep down, the speaker is trying to contain her shame, humiliation and anger. 

Although she understands the political context and is equipped to mediate conflict, 

Geneviève releases all her frustration and anguish caused by the shame and humiliation of her 

family and her community109. Ironically, part of the Canadian national anthem, the provincial 

motto of Manitoba is “Gloriosus et liber” (glorious and free), while the Quebec motto is “Je 

me souviens”, pointing out the conflict endured by certain communities in Canada. 

Maman, je voulais te dire que tu avais raison. Quand tu as prononcé le mot exil, tu 
avais raison. C’était un exil. C’était une catastrophe. Tu avais raison et j’entends ta 
colère maman. Je l’entends aujourd’hui et cette colère-là, que tu portes, je voulais 
te dire que je la porte aussi, je la porte avec toi. (Sœurs 50) 

 

At the end of the play, Geneviève acknowledges the forgotten history of the Manitoban 

community, her mother’s suffering and intergenerational trauma: recognizing what happened 

is a gesture of care and resistance against oblivion. 

 

Can we redefine care as a desire to go against oblivion? 

Exploring linguistic domination in the Canadian context, especially the affective and 

physical linguistic distancing during exile, as well as the processes of linguistic minorization 

and attrition (Thamin 71), Mouawad chooses to delve into some of the most painful episodes 

in North American history, tainted with colonialist ambitions, assimilation, forced silence and 

imposed oblivion. Although Canada enjoys a positive reputation and is characterized as a 

“caring nation” (DeFalco 17) based on the values ingrained in its national identity such as 

tolerance, openness towards migration, responsibility, health and social services, Erin Manning 

 
109 To give a brief insight into the Manitoban historical context, when the province was created in the 17th 
century, French-speakers constituted the majority; however, the Official Language Act (1890) restricted the 
linguistic rights of the Francophones as official bilingualism was promoted. In the 21st century, the majority in 
Manitoba is English-speaking. 
L'amenagement Linguistique dans le monde, Quebec, Universite Laval: https://www.axl.cefan.ulaval.ca/ 
Francophone Affairs Secretariat: https://www.gov.mb.ca/fls-slf/report/ch04_stats.html 
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highlights that such label does not account for the injustice towards the First Nations that the 

Canadian national history is based on (“the obsession with ‘Canadian identity’ perpetuates a 

violent discourse of national exclusion that is masked in the myth of Canadians as harmless, 

open, and generous people”, Manning xvii). 

As such, aiming to counteract oblivion, Mouawad’s play places the individual stories 

of these characters within the collective History: Manitoba Public Schools Act, undermining 

Manitoba's Francophone community who migrated massively in order to raise their children in 

French and fight against the process of linguistic and cultural assimilation; migration (bilingual 

Arabic-Quebec speech, typical of family language practices in the Lebanese diaspora in 

Montreal; also, not unique to the Canadian realities); the Sixties Scoop110. 

Starting with 1970, considered the revival of modern Indigenous literature when An 

Antane Kapesh published Eukuan nin matshimanitu innu-iskueu (Je suis une maudite 

sauvagesse, 1976), the Canadian literary scene has seen an increase in the number of texts 

published by authors identifying as First Nations (e.g. Joséphine Bacon, Jean Sioui, Marie-

Andrée Gill, Natasha Kanapé Fontaine…), as noticed by Simon Harel111. The literary 

production of self-representations is joined by a cultural, political and social reconciliation 

movement, driven by care ethics (Felicia Mihali, Juliana Léveillé-Trudel, Wajdi Mouawad…). 

This has raised ethical, political and social justice issues and, as the innu writer Maya 

Cousineau Mollen underlines, it is a collective process: “la guérison doit se faire tout le monde 

ensemble, et non pas juste les autochtones”112. Mouawad’s references to Indigenous traumas 

such as the impact of colonialism on the First Nations, emotional and physical abuse in 

 
110 In the 1850s, a Canadian government policy placed indigenous children in foster homes of non-indigenous 
families in an attempt at forced assimilation; the Canadian government implemented residential schools 
targeting the forced acculturation of Native Americans and their progressive cultural genocide due to the forced 
interruption of the transmission of traditions, oral knowledge and language. See Bousquet. “Êtres libres ou 
sauvages à civiliser ?”. 
111 See Harel. Place aux littératures autochtones. 
112 “Des représentants des Premières nations réunis à Paris”, TV5 Monde Info, 4th June 2023, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hA2CSFBbtGI 
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residential schools, do not steal Indigenous narratives, but he works on the traumatizing 

experience of those who shared this historical moment and co-creates with members of 

communities directly involved in these narratives. Thus, in line with his approach to care ethics, 

the performances criticize the abusive, reductive and dehumanizing representations of the First 

Nations from the dominant white perspective. They are creating a sense of connection with 

other minorities in Canada who have also been objects of colonial domination and obliteration. 

 

Is care failing? – Care as a constant preoccupation with dialogue 

In terms of feminist progress made in Canada (Conradi 17-18), it is worth mentioning 

that in 2004 the Fédération des femmes du Québec (FFQ) adopted a protocol of solidarity 

together with Femmes autochtones du Québec, which took on a decolonial dimension, 

especially after 2013 with États généraux de l’action et de l’analyse féministes. A year later, 

during the World March of Women in Quebec, the movement raised awareness of the colonial 

past as it demanded a public inquiry into the murder, kidnapping and disappearance of 

numerous First Nation women. This movement, as Françoise Vergès points out, subscribes to 

decolonial feminism: “Decolonial feminism accepts the existence of other feminisms; it does 

not wish to become the theory, but to facilitate transborder and international alliances.”(Vergès 

viii) If we analyze the context on both sides of the Atlantic, after the launch of the movement 

#meetootheater113 during the pandemic, we notice that La Colline’s program caused a stir in 

the French/Parisian media as it concerned a delicate topic in the world of theater. 

On 18th October 2021, the minister of culture Roselyne Bachelot admitted on France 

Inter that she regretted the fact that Mouawad’s performance at the Théâtre national de La 

 
113 Four years after the launch of #metoocinéma, the #metoothéâtre movement was created in 2020 by blogger 
Marie Coquille-Chambel, host of a YouTube channel on theater, after having filed a complaint for rape, 
violence and death threats against Nâzim Boudjenah, an actor at the Comédie-Française who was eventually 
convicted of death threats but acquitted of the acts of violence. The actor remains a member of the Comédie-
Française, although he was not cast in any performances. 
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Colline included music composed by Bertrand Cantat. The Noir Désir singer killed his partner, 

actress Marie Trintignant, in a confrontation; following his conviction, the singer served his 

sentence and then was released from prison. The premiere of Mère was under the pressure of 

previous protests against Mouawad’s decision to entrust Cantat with the music, not to mention 

the attacks on social media caused by Mouawad’s decision to include Jean-Pierre Baro’s 

performance in the 2022-2023 season program, the former director of the Théâtre des Quartiers 

d'Ivry who resigned in 2019 after a dismissed rape complaint. The performance was not 

disrupted in any way, but it is worth mentioning the scale of the impact such an artistic choice 

had: Collages Féminicides Paris, a group supporting the #metoo movement, put up posters at 

La Colline with the slogan “Cantat assassin, Mouawad assassin” in the hope of promoting the 

movement #metoothéâtre while denouncing Mouawad's position which they see as part of the 

patriarchal system. The most active representatives of the group protested in front of the theater 

the night of the premiere chanting “Cantat assassin, Baro violeur, Mouawad valide”, calling 

for Mère to be cancelled, Baro’s performance to be removed from the program while 

demanding a public apology on behalf of Théâtre de la Colline. 

What has been labeled as “l’affaire Cantat” had previously triggered a politicized moral 

debate on rehabilitation and forgiveness in 2011 at le Théâtre du Nouveau Monde in Montreal 

when Mouawad distributed the singer in his Sophocles Project, Des femmes. Although the 

TNM’s artistic and general director Lorraine Pintal defended this artistic choice114, the 

performance was eventually carried out without the singer. This not only points out the scale 

of the #MeTooThéâtre movement in the North American society compared to Europe, but it 

was due to the refusal of the Canadian government to issue a special waiver that, under the 

Canadian immigration law, allows individuals with criminal convictions exceeding ten years 

to enter the country. 

 
114 “L’affaire Cantat”, Théâtre du Nouveau Monde, 2011, https://tnm.qc.ca/traces/l-affaire-cantat 
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In an interview with George Banu, Mouawad acknowledges that his artistic choice had 

divided society: “should justice prevail over symbol or vice versa? The man has served his 

time, but the symbol is the one who committed the crime. A paradox arose: if we privilege 

justice, we forget the symbol; if we privilege the symbol, we hurt justice. So we condemn this 

man to another punishment.”115 Cantat’s presence on stage was what sparked the debate as it 

allowed the symbol of domestic violence and feminicide to be present in the arts scene and as 

such in the public eye, wiping out the crime committed. Challenged on the artistic choices he 

made, Mouawad responded with a text which, instead of calming down the situation, further 

inflamed the public opinion. In this article that has been largely criticized, Mouawad explained 

his artistic reasoning behind the programming at La Colline. Although the artist acknowledges 

and endorses women’s fight for gender equality as well as against sexual harassment, violence 

and feminicides, he underlines that: 

Pour ma part, il est hors de question de me substituer à la justice. Encore moins 
dans un pays comme la France où cette institution, loin d’être parfaite, n’a pas le 
niveau de corruption d’un pays comme le Liban, pour ne nommer que mon pays 
d’origine. […] Je refuse de me substituer à la justice car dès lors que les civils 
décident de se faire justice eux-mêmes, l’Histoire nous a montré que mises à part 
quelques exceptions éloquentes, ils se sont aventurés sur un terrain glissant où la 
vengeance a pris le pas sur la complexité des conflits.116 
 

Referring to Deleuze’s notion of “dette infinie” (Deleuze and Guattari, Capitalisme 233‑234), 

he associates the movement’s reaction to a form of contemporary inquisition, a “dictature qui 

ne dit pas son nom”117 whose harassing behavior turns the public into a “foule qui, en accusant, 

lynche”118, which is not a role model for young generations. Based on the way in which he 

pays attention to the words he uses, I find it obvious that the fear of fragmenting the social 

 
115 “Oare justiția trebuie să prevaleze simbolului sau invers? Omul și-a ispășit pedeapsa, dar simbolul este cel 
care a comis crima. Se ajungea la un paradox: dacă privilegiem justiția, uităm de simbol; dacă privilegiem 
simbolul, rănim justiția. Deci îl condamnăm pe acest om la o altă pedeapsă.” Mouawad and Banu 43-44. 
116 “Wajdi Mouawad: « Je refuse de me substituer à la justice »”, Sceneweb, 20th October 2021, 
https://sceneweb.fr/wajdi-mouawad-je-refuse-de-me-substituer-a-la-justice/ 
117 Idem. 
118 Idem. 
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body is present in the case of a public stance, even in the case of an artist of Mouawad’s 

standing. In the media119, his position has been labeled as a speech brimming with bitterness, 

tainted by conservatism and moral rigorism, especially as he finds himself in a position of 

power compared to the activists. His column has been dismissed as erroneously disqualifying 

activists demanding a paradigm shift and collective awareness of systemic sexual violence in 

the world of theater. However, Mouawad laments the lack of open dialogue that is desperately 

necessary in the current crisis: “dans l’époque dans laquelle nous vivons, il y a peu de dialogues 

possibles. Ce que j’écris ici, je le sais, sera inaudible pour qui ne partage pas mon point de vue. 

Le mouvement civil qui avance et souffle inexorablement est unilatéral. Il ne souffre d’aucune 

nuance. Il ne laisse place à aucune discussion. C’est dommage.”120 What could only be 

perceived as inclusive, caring and welcoming (depending on a generational perspective), his 

position as a theater director is categorical: 

Voilà pourquoi ma position en tant que directeur de La Colline est la suivante : 
toute personne libre au regard de la loi, a le droit d’aller et venir, d’être invitée 
comme spectateur ou comme artiste. Je ne croyais pas, qu’au pays des Droits de 
l’Homme, je doive défendre la présence d’un citoyen libre dans l’enceinte d’un 
théâtre public. […] Quiconque vient à La Colline est accueilli : occupants d’un 
théâtre, policiers, anciens détenus, migrants, comédiens, vieux, jeunes. Justice et 
hospitalité peuvent aussi être un choix.121 
 

The detour I took to explain and contextualize care as a preoccupation with the feminine 

makes us rethink Mouawad’s performances and better understand that care is dominated by 

contradictions and plagued by irreparable failure. Highlighting that care is imperfect does not 

make Mouawad’s plays irrelevant, nor does it cancel out his theatrical project; on the contrary, 

it shows what theater contributes to the theoretical framework of care. 

 
119 “Arthur Daniel : « Wajdi Mouawad : ne caricaturez pas le mouvement #MeTooThéâtre »”, Sceneweb, 22nd 
October 2021, https://sceneweb.fr/arthur-daniel-wajdi-mouawad-ne-caricaturez-pas-le-mouvement-
metootheater/ 
120 “Wajdi Mouawad: « Je refuse de me substituer à la justice »”, Sceneweb, 20th October 2021, 
https://sceneweb.fr/wajdi-mouawad-je-refuse-de-me-substituer-a-la-justice/ 
121 Idem. 
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What does tragedy teach us about feminine care? 

Mouawad associated Cantat’s performance with the truthfulness of tragedy, which goes 

back to his project Traduire Sophocle/ “Projet Sophocle” (2011)122. Mouawad’s education and 

passion for Sophocle’s work goes back to the beginning of his career, as he explains in an 

interview published for the Festival d’Avignon: 

Pourquoi, par exemple, je lis Sophocle […] Parce que Sophocle doute, parce qu’il 
dit que nous sommes devant un monde compliqué, parce que tous les personnages 
chez lui sont confrontés à la révélation de leur être, que cela leur crève les yeux ou 
les amène à tuer leur fils. […] Cette expérience de l’instant de la révélation est pour 
moi l’expérience la plus profonde qui puisse être. Pour arriver à la révélation, il 
faut passer par la narration. (Mouawad, Archambault and Baudriller 40-41) 

 

The characters he creates are confronted with a complicated world in a post-colonial context 

ravaged by the Lebanese civil war (Littoral, Incendies…), diaspora (Mère), discrimination 

(Sœurs), but the accent is on the protagonists’ own initiatory quest for identity, an answer to 

which they arrive through narration, meaning by witnessing testimonies or, after introspection 

and confrontation, through their own testimony. 

Given Mouawad’s background in Greek tragedy, a reader would be tempted to interpret 

his female protagonists as tragic female heroines that the male gaze of the artist turns into 

victims. However, a closer reading proves that their representation is rather more nuanced 

because the strong female characters are dissident figures of resistance who emerge as 

survivors who say no. They are not distraught and powerless characters, they resist, disobey 

and are empowered to act (Nawal, Simone, Wahida, Phèdre, La Vierge, Nayla, Geneviève, the 

mother…). The female characters are not an accessory to the plot, on the contrary, their agency 

 
122It was envisaged as a collaboration with Robert Davreu on the translation and adaptation of Sophocle’s plays. 
It includes Davreau’s translations from Ancient Greek “Des héros” (Œdipe Roi, Ajax), “Des femmes” (Les 
Trachiniennes, Antigone, Électre), whereas the last two plays “Des mourants”: Inflammation du verbe vivre and 
Les larmes d’Œdipe were adapted by Mouawad alone given that Davreau passed away in 2016. 
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resolves the tragic conflict triggered by the male characters. As Jennifer Tamas points out in 

Au Non des femmes123, analyzing dissident female figures of past centuries and galvanizing the 

feminine discourse, it all goes down to the plurality of perspective from which the feminine 

expression can be interpreted and the female characters’ awareness: “(Le) but n’est pas du 

tout de moraliser les textes, mais de montrer qu’il y plusieurs façons de les percevoir. Et que 

les femmes ont toujours été conscientes des problèmes qui se posaient à elles.”124 For instance, 

if we analyze Sœurs, we would be tempted to think that the male gaze turns Nayla into a victim, 

but she is a figure of resistance as she does not comply with the aspirations her family, brother 

included, bestow on her. The mother figure is likewise a dissident figure who did not give up 

and protected her nuclear family, while maintaining the connection with the extended family 

forcefully displaced in diaspora. Sacrifice is care. It might look as if they did not have a choice, 

but what if they felt they did and yet, totally aware of the dynamics they were engaged in, chose 

to sacrifice themselves? 

 

The feminine within the familial allows Mouawad to tackle stories of repression, trauma 

and empowerment by informing not only the individual experience, but also the collective 

imaginary. What the two plays belonging to the “domestique cycle” - Mère and Sœurs - have 

in common is the way in which they question not only the role of women in a family and in the 

diaspora, but also how the younger generations manage to cope with their parents’ trauma, 

respecting their choices, defending their cause and honoring their memory, especially when the 

roles become inverted and the children become caretakers of their own parents. Making proof 

of attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness, Mouawad’s female 

 
123 See Tamas. Au Non des femmes. 
124 “Au non des femmes”, Le Monde, 28th January 2023, https://www.lemonde.fr/livres/article/2023/01/28/au-
non-des-femmes-de-jennifer-tamas-inscrire-andromaque-dans-metoo_6159689_3260.html  
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protagonists allow, through the permeability of their corporeality, to dissolve borders and give 

insights into the feminine and familial experience. 

A performance is an ever-evolving, constantly readjusting, reliant on presence, yet not 

depending on a written text, a collective artistic product that encompasses the work, skillset 

and vision of all its contributors – playwright, dramaturg, director, scenographer, performers, 

translators etc. This multiplicity of perspectives is what a dramaturgy of care consists of, thanks 

to the chameleonic features of this genre. What I find worth underlining in Mouawad’s work 

is that accounting for social injustice is an ethical approach: if the early feminine take on care 

ethics focuses on a Western, liberal, white feminism that revolves around empowerment125, 

Mouawad’s work makes way for a nuanced reading of care ethics in dialogue with the feminine 

within family dynamics. His work criticizes systemic and structural injustices, privileges and 

hierarchies in a post-colonial and diasporic context. Furthermore, his performances emphasize 

the relevance of intersectionality and recognize the intertwined influences of background, class 

and race on the feminine narratives. As Mouawad himself writes from a marginal position (and 

liminal space, as a transnational artist), his angle destroys the singularity of perspective and 

allows for a diversified, yet fragmented, plurality. 

Thus, Mouawad carves a space for feminine alterity in care ethics and manages to 

transform the theater into a space where the past, either personal or historical, is a continuously 

haunted present, where the specter maintains its presence, while turning his own personal 

tragedy into a collective storyline, relevant to the imagination of the audience. Drawing on 

diverse backgrounds and experiences, his cultural productions allow for a nuanced 

interpretation of care ethics, expanding it to the diaspora, the marginal, feminine alterity and 

the more-than-human. 

 
125 See García González. Enseñando a sentir. 



 
 
 

162 
 

Chapter 4. 

The Mouawadian bestiary, redefining care for the absolute Other 

 

My fourth chapter brings together several theoretical frameworks, such as Bruno 

Latour’s attempt to connect us with non-humans and empower them with agency, Derrida’s 

understanding of zoopoetics and ecopoetics, Donna Haraway concept of “response-ability”, 

Françoise d’Eaubonne’s ecofeminism, Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s “becoming-

animal”. Their insights provide me with valuable tools that help me contextualize the paradigm 

shift in Animal Studies that has left a mark on Wajdi Mouawad’s representation of alterity and 

humanimality as we will see in his performance at the Beirut Spring Festival to which I briefly 

referred in the first chapter. 

Building on the research conducted by Virginie Green, Kalpana Rahita Seshadri, Biwu 

Shang and Adriana Ressiore, I then provide a definition of the non-human and the more-than-

human and argue that humanimality is the space between the human and the animal, in which 

the limits of identity are constantly negotiated. My goal is to show that staging humanimality 

is an artistic strategy that allows for a mediation of care towards the oppressed and the 

powerless, which makes our co-existence possible. 

I then proceed by putting Mouawad’s humanimal performance at the Beirut Spring 

Festival in conversation with Joshua Bennett and Kalpana Rahita Seshadri, so as to explore the 

kinship between humans and non-humans and the language of power this relation reinvents, 

highlighting the process of dehumanization and animalization. Furthermore, their research 

helps me delve into the ways in which this relation plays in the dynamics of identity, 

dominance, domination and sovereign power. I argue that Mouawad’s speechlessness redefines 

care as an act of resistance and carefully carves a space within language that becomes a 
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statement emphasizing the discursive repression the Lebanese suffer from, both nationally and 

internationally. 

Drawing on Una Chaudhury’s concept “zooësis” which refers to animal 

representational practices in performance, I then focus on the animals’ ability to animate and, 

therefore, move the audience. Thus, I analyze Mouawad’s Une chienne (2016) which displays 

Mouawad’s redefinition of care not only as a preoccupation with alterity, but also as a constant 

interest in decolonization, the representation of Middle Eastern characters in European theater 

and reappropriating mythology. As I move on to Tous des oiseaux (2018), I show that the 

Mouawadian bestiary does not consist solely of anthropomorphized characters, but that it is 

predominantly dominated by a symbolic humanimality. 

Finally, I argue that the artist’s non-anthropocentric approach revolves around the 

recollection and re-writing of a traumatic experience of human violence through the gaze of 

the absolute Other. By redefining care as a constant preoccupation with otherness and alterity, 

Mouawad gives an insight into the power dynamics between the dominant and the dominated, 

between the powerful and the powerless, between humans and the non-humans or the more-

than-humans. 

 

How does animal alterity inform the dramaturgy of care? – The Mouawadian bestiary  

Let me dwell for a few moments on the notion of bestiary that I find extremely relevant 

to Mouawad’s care for alterity. According to the dictionary, the word “bestiaire” is 

polysemous126 and means both 1. allegorical treatise featuring animals, 2. collection of fables, 

moralities about beasts, 3. gladiator fighting against beasts. Despite Mouawad’s work not being 

a typical Medieval bestiary, his performances make use of various explicit representations of 

the humanimal on stage (Mouawad’s performance at the Beirut Spring Festival or Chien in 

 
126 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, bestiaire, http://www.cnrtl.fr/etymologie/bestiaire 
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Une chienne who is represented by a masked actor), as well as figurative representations 

(Phèdre and the protagonists of Tous des oiseaux). Although various animals such as horses, 

cats or cranes, populate Mouawad’s texts, it is especially the insects (the beetle), the dogs and 

the birds that play a special role in his allegorical performances. 

For instance, on Mouawad’s website home page, the artist draws a self-zooportrait: 

Un artiste est un scarabée qui trouve, dans les excréments mêmes de la société, les 
aliments nécessaires pour produire les œuvres qui fascinent et bouleversent ses 
semblables. L’artiste, tel un scarabée, se nourrit de la merde du monde pour lequel 
il œuvre, et de cette nourriture abjecte il parvient, parfois, à faire jaillir la beauté.127 

 

This way of envisioning the artist as a beetle represents a particularly distinctive 

moment that frames Mouawad’s care for the animal; as well as his artistic exploration of 

animality. Mouawad’s scatological interpretation of the world hints not only at the artists’ 

responsibility to find beauty despite the most atrocious horror, but also at our own 

attentiveness, responsibility, competence and responsiveness, in other words, our care. 

There is a particular reason why Mouawad chooses to focus his attention on the animal. 

His understanding of the animal-artist draws on his observations concerning the power 

dynamics that are established in colonial and post-colonial contexts. Looking into the colonial 

ideology reflected through language, Franz Fanon remarked that 

Parfois ce manichéisme va jusqu’au bout de sa logique et déshumanise le colonisé. 
À proprement parler, il l’animalise. Et, de fait, le langage du colon, quand il parle 
du colonisé, est un langage zoologique. […] Le colon, quand il veut bien décrire et 
trouver le mot juste, se réfère constamment au bestiaire. (Fanon 73) 

Thus, an analysis of Mouawad’s own bestiary proves his performances revolve around 

colonial, social, speciesistic and gendered relations of domination. For instance, the 

representation of dogs reflects strategies that deconstruct colonial discourse, especially 

concerning the subaltern Other. 

 
127 Wajdi Mouawad, http://www.wajdimouawad.fr 
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Major figures in the Mouawadian bestiary as Sylvain Diaz notices in the afterword 

(Tous des oiseaux 178), the birds in his performances suffer no anthropomorphism and have 

rather a symbolic dimension: as the birds become mediators of omens that foreshadow the 

disruptions that are underway, their presence expresses and transmits truths (the rhetorical 

device prosopopoeia). This device draws on silence, a symptom of fractured transmission of 

memory, and, by interpreting it, allows for a reconstruction of the self through alterity, 

interweaving the individual with the collective. For instance, Tous des oiseaux consists of four 

parts, all under the sign of humanimality, and is structured in twenty-six irregular sequences 

that keep accelerating the pace: a bird of beauty dominates the scenes depicting the protagonists 

falling in love (“oiseau de beauté”, Tous des oiseaux 11); chance represents the transatlantic 

journey of the characters, migration and exile (“oiseau du hazard”, Tous des oiseaux 53); 

misfortune refers to the terrorist attack and political conflict (“oiseau de malheur”, Tous des 

oiseaux 87); and the amphibious bird is a symbolizer for the conversion the characters undergo 

in their hybridization (“oiseau amphibie”, Tous des oiseaux 121). Mouawad admits he 

identifies with the last part focusing on the mutant animal (Mouawad and Côté 71), a 

humanimality which I interpret as the transnational condition of diasporic beings. 

Although Mouawad’s theater is not anti-speciesist or ecopoetic as it relies on an 

anthropocentric viewpoint, his performances display various levels of metaphorization of the 

embodied and symbolic animality. His exploration of the relationship between the human and 

the animal, particularly the permeability of this type of relationality, and his focus on the 

pluralization of humanimality, draw on his care for alterity, connectedness and kinship. 
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What role does the humanimal, the non-human or the more-than-human play in a 

redefinition of care? 

I will now take a moment to explain the theoretical concepts that help me better 

understand Mouawad’s care for alterity. Although the status of the non-human or the more-

than-human, has long been devalued by anthropocentric thinking systems, the ecological crisis 

we are currently experiencing has given rise to new conceptions of the animal, especially after 

a paradigm shift towards the late 20th century which aimed to restore its subjectivity. In 

Politiques de la nature (1999), Bruno Latour puts forth the idea that we need to rethink the 

collective connecting the human with the non-human and endow them with agency. “Dès que 

nous cessons de prendre les non-humains pour des objets […] nous pouvons sans peine, on 

l’admettra, leur accorder le qualificatif d’acteurs.” (Latour 116) Furthermore, he developed the 

Actor-Network theory (ANT) 128 which rethinks social interaction and highlights the non-

human's agency in the global network. 

In a post-colonial world haunted by civil war and exile, Mouawad articulates the 

relationship between humanity and animality, moves from its objectification to agency, and 

rethinks the relation between animals, care ethics and repairing the world.129 His work provides 

essential insights into ecopoetic and zoopoetic approaches: coined by Derrida, zoopoetics 

focuses on animal subjectivity, while ecopoetics studies the dynamics between various 

dimensions of the living world (Driscoll and Hoffmann 1-13). 

In this chapter, I constantly refer to notions such as humanimality, the non-human or 

the more-than-human, as these terms reflect a post-anthropocentric care, attention and self-

awareness that decentralizes the human, questioning the place it occupies in the world and the 

characteristics of humanity. My understanding of humanimality draws on Virginie Green’s 

 
128 See Latour. Reassembling the Social. 
129 See Pelluchon. Réparons le monde. and Gefen. Réparer le monde. 
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work on this topic and I consider it to be the space between the human and the animal, in which 

the limits of identity are constantly negotiated. My understanding of this concept has also been 

informed by Kalpana Rahita Seshadri’s humAnimal, seen as a politicized space dominated by 

the silence imposed by racism. The concept “non-human” encompasses not only animals, but 

also natural elements, supernatural and artificial entities, as it has been analyzed by Biwu Shang 

(Shang 59-73) or Adriana Ressiore (Van de Pavert and Ressiore 163-176), while the more-

than-human (Bastian, Jones, Moore and Roe 1-15) has been understood as “the different beings 

co-dwelling on Earth” (Souza Júnior 1-10). The definitions of these concepts highlight the long 

tradition their understanding has had in non-Western frameworks and show the importance of 

all forms of life in the global network and their indispensable role in our co-existence in the 

world. 

The representation of the humanimal, the non-human or the more-than-human in theater 

cannot free itself from the “human gaze”, despite its alterity and subjectivity; however, 

animality maps out on the broader ideas of decolonial ecology. Staging humanimality is a 

strategy that allows a mediation of care ethics towards the oppressed and the powerless; it 

informs the “langage créateur” (Simon 22) that defines humanity, rethinks dynamics of 

sociability (vulnerability, objectification, submission, care and empowerment) within a 

collective existence that makes our living-together comprehensible and enables alternative 

decolonial ecologies of response-ability (Haraway 88) and care. 

 

The Beirut Spring Festival performance: humanimality voicing diasporic care in 

confinement 

Mouawad’s preoccupation with zoopoetic approaches left its mark on several of his 

theatrical works, culminating with a novel, Anima (2012), in which the author draws on 

animals’ behavior, expressions and ways of occupying the space, while trying to imagine their 
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subjectivity and integrate their agency into the plot or “creating with them,” as Julien Weber 

puts it (Weber 99). In a way, he goes through a “process of discovering innovative 

breakthroughs in form through an attentiveness to another species’s bodily poesis.” (Moe 10) 

However, in more recent years, Mouawad’s approach to humanimality has changed, prompted 

by socio-political events that marked a shift in his pandemic voice in confinement. His work 

started to reflect the wounds that Western colonization, violence and war have inflicted on the 

environment and the Other, which helped him approach theater through the lens of decolonial 

ecology130. Echoing the political and cultural realities confronted by the Lebanese diaspora 

during and after the Civil War, the explosions that shattered Beirut in the summer of 2020 left 

a mark on the artist’s representation of alterity and humanimality. 

131 

In a care ethics approach reflecting his receptivity and relatedness, Mouawad delivered 

a solo performance at the Beirut Spring Festival and the Institut du Monde Arabe (IMA), a 

performance recorded previously in which he answered the question “Quel est votre cri ?”: in 

the background a wooden door, in the foreground the artist looking straight into the camera, 

opening his mouth only to let a recorded animal bark out, saliva dripping down his chin. That 

enraged, fierce and bitter bark that lasts for 3 minutes and 15 seconds becomes unbearable to 

watch and listen to. If care ethics has been envisaged by Tronto in its anthropocentric 

 
130 See Ferdinand. A Decolonial Ecology. 
131 “ParisBeyrouth | 24H pour le LIBAN | Retour en images”, Institut du monde arabe, 7th October 2020, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=H5g7ewf1n_M&t=5s 
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dimension, Mouawad takes his approach to the field beyond borders of nationality, race and 

gender, and redefines the relations we as human beings have with the non-human by showing 

that caring is not solely a human attribute. 

Mouawad chooses animals as protagonists for his texts or performances, as his novel 

Anima (2012) or his play Une chienne (2015) are good examples of his care ethics practice that 

privileges Otherness, rethinks companionship across races and subverts hierarchical 

relationship between the human, the non-human and the more-than-human. Furthermore, he 

subscribes humanimality to a liminal space, which Diéguez132 perceives as a metaphorical 

fabric: an ambiguous, borderline, ephemeral situation, linked to the circumstances of the event. 

Given its metaphorical state, the liminal fosters unpredictable, interstitial and precarious 

situations, but it also generates inversion practices, which is a reversal Mouawad plays with. 

In a disturbing yet blurred metamorphosis, he performs this animal voice himself, by 

superimposing his own visual with a recorded animal voice, like a dog in the looming threat of 

the explosion, corruption, violence and the silence and lack of care of the Other. An 

embodiment of the tamed, subdued and confined Other rebecoming wild in the face of limitless 

brutality and indifference, the dog leaves the domestic space of obedience and turns into an 

unsettling subversion of power. In Being Property Once Myself: Blackness and the End of Man, 

Joshua Bennett looks into the kinship between humans and dogs and how that relation plays in 

the dynamics of identity, dominance, domination and sovereign power. As the author 

underlines in the section discussing the function of animals in contemporary literary production 

(Bennett 150), the dog should no longer be interpreted as an extension of its human master, but 

as a rather complex being whose wildness is not a marker of inferiority, but a steadfast stance 

of determination. 

 
132 See Diéguez. Escenarios liminales. 
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In this vein, in HumAnimal: Race, Law, Language, Kalpana Rahita Seshadri also 

analyses the stakes of dehumanization, animalization and the language of power (Seshadri 72), 

having as premises that the logos belongs to human beings and the dividing line between them 

and animals remains language, drawing on Agamben’s view that human language is the 

negation of animal voice (Death and Language). Applying this perspective to Mouawad’s 

performance, it becomes apparent that his use of the power of non-articulated mise-en-voix and 

silence, by performing animal speechlessness and “becoming resonant” (McQuinn 136), aims 

to destabilize the language of power and the right of the authorities to remain silent. The 

revolted Lebanese talks back at the national ruling class and the international authorities whose 

political interests in the region and indifference to the people’s suffering created monsters. 

Seeking out a vocabulary that could help him express his feelings, Mouawad cannot 

even find a suitable alphabet to depict the frustration, anger and pain at the tragedy that keeps 

unfolding in his country of origin. The inarticulate bark the performance champions is a sign 

of resistance against the corruption of the authorities and their indifferent silence, lack of care 

and refusal to connect through dialogue. That bark represents a symbolic hostility against 

systematized, constant, utter hostility that has shaped the history and irreversibly the future of 

the people living in Lebanon and in the Lebanese diaspora. 

Reducing the performance to three unbearable minutes of animal voice, Mouawad uses 

the suspension of language as speech (seen as an extension to humanity and its subjectivity) to 

make audible and give voice to those in pain - the Lebanese and their diaspora, by showing 

how repressed and suppressed they have been throughout years of silencing and limitation of 

their rights. Contrary to powerless silence seen as deprivation of speech, Mouawad does not 

choose animal voice to silence himself: he performs the power of disarticulated language driven 

by his exophonic and diasporic identity. Given that the diaspora is linguistically defined by its 

displacement and disconnection from its mother tongue, Mouawad’s speechlessness 
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intentionally carves a space within language that becomes a statement emphasizing the 

discursive repression the Lebanese suffer from, both nationally and internationally. 

Drawing on Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s “becoming-animal,” as well as a notion 

that encapsulates the singularity of performance or Derrida’s event, Una Chaudhury coined the 

concept “zooësis” (Chaudhuri 646) which refers to animal representational practices in 

performance and the ways in which the body of the animal is used to make art. Although 

Mouawad does not use an actual dog on stage but the recording of its voice, the animality he 

resorts to throughout his performance resides in the ability of the animal to animate, which 

etymologically refers to its ability to move and touch the audience and snatch it away from 

passivity, indifference or lack of care. It triggers attentiveness and responsiveness towards 

humanimal vulnerability, in Mouawad’s diasporic vision of care ethics. As Fabienne Brugère 

emphasizes, “One cannot reflect on an ethic of care without subscribing to an anthropology of 

vulnerability, the vulnerability of both the cared for and the carers (in the relational and the 

physical senses of care) from the fact of their lack of place in society.”133 Mouawad does 

explore vulnerability in the relational sense of the term care, but chooses to transgress the 

anthropocentric structure of society and focus on the vulnerability of the humanimal. 

Mouawad’s preoccupation with humanimality did not start during the pandemic; on the 

contrary, his care for the alterity of the animal, the non-human and the more-than-human was 

present throughout his career, but it has become more prominent in recent times. Looking into 

the research conducted on Animal Studies, I noticed that it was influenced by the development 

of Gender Studies and Cultural Studies, as these fields are seeking to reflect on different forms 

of oppression. When we focus on the perspective of the powerless, dominated beings on the 

margins of the dominant system, we can see that the dominated subjects destabilize anthropo- 

and androcentric hierarchies. The Animal Turn in the 1970s adopted a feminist approach, 

 
133 See Brugère’s lecture, “Emotions as constituents for an ethics of care.” 
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leading to ecofeminism and aiming to deliver “épistémès réparatrices” (Michalon 321). Based 

on care ethics and combining feminism and ecology, the concept of ecofeminism was coined 

by Françoise d’Eaubonne (1972) and then developed by Mary Mellor, Marie Mies and 

Vandana Shiva (Morin 60), conferring a political dimension through its potential for social 

impact: it hints at elements of nature, more-than-human beings and women as victims of 

masculine domination and denounces the asymmetrical power structures rooted in sexism and 

the exploitation of the environment. Following this angle, I could have discussed Mouawad’s 

Une chienne and Tous des oiseaux in a previous chapter focusing on the feminine dimension 

of the plays. 

Sharing a subaltern condition (Gaarder 54) anchored in vulnerability, “ce souci 

particulier des femmes pour le sort que nos sociétés réservent aux animaux est […] si constant 

qu’il est difficile de raconter l’histoire du mouvement de défense des animaux sans raconter 

l’histoire des femmes.” (Bailey and Playoust-Braure 81) To make it clear, I do not think that 

Mouawad equals them, but in the existing research in the field there is a correlation between 

how the female body, nature and animals are being treated, as they are perceived as “terrains 

d’expérimentation ou de conquête” (Eaubonne, Bahaffou and Gorecki 7). Seeing this aspect 

from Deleuze’s perspective which highlights that the notion of territory134 revolves around the 

movement that enables us to escape from it, we need to rethink the notion of borders, space, 

the depiction of domesticity which the female body inhabits, as well as the dynamics 

established between the humanimal, the non-human and the more-than-human. 

 

Une chienne: humanimal mythology and care redefined as a preoccupation with 

representation 

 
134 See Deleuze and Guattari. Mille Plateaux. 
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Aiming to challenge the colonial rhetoric, domesticity, bestiality and the representation 

of mythology, the play Une chienne (2016) is part of a vast dramaturgy that leads to the caring 

for and healing from trauma. Maouawad’s project revolves around Sophocles' seven surviving 

plays135 and in his work he has also engaged with Roman and Greek tragic poets’ heritage 

within the French classical theater, namely Euripides and Seneca. Mouawad carries on this 

theatrical legacy and explores it in Une chienne in which he brings together heroes, biblical 

figures and mythological characters from ancient theater and the present-day world, confronted 

with current issues. Created as part of the project “Phèdre(s)” (Une chienne 11), inspired by 

Euripides’ Hippolyte and Seneca’s Phædra, the performance included texts by Mouawad, 

Sarah Kane (Phaedra's Love) and J. M. Coetzee (Elizabeth Costello) and was directed by 

Krzysztof Warlikowski at the Odéon-Théâtre de l'Europe in Paris (2016). 

Through a polyphonic performance that combines different forms of writing (textual, 

video, audio), Maouwad gives voice to a poetic sensitivity that humanity is dependent on in 

Mouawad’s vision (Une chienne 9) and he aims to “donner corps à un monde que l’on porte en 

soi.” (Une chienne 9) To that end, the artist casts a light on the Phoenician origin of Phaedra 

(daughter of Pasiphaë and granddaughter of Europe, kidnapped by Zeus in Sidon and based in 

Lebanon; Une chienne 12). A rewriting of the myth, the play gives visibility to the 

representation of the Middle East in that theatrical universe, making audible the voices of the 

marginal. The inner universe to which the author refers suggests an approach or a way of 

making visible and destabilizing the Eurocentric representation of Middle Eastern characters 

in European theater and reappropriating their context, thus creating a platform for them in 

which the sound of their own cry can be heard (Une chienne 12). The deadly terrorist attacks 

 
135 Le Dernier Jour de sa vie: “Des femmes” – Trachiniennes, Antigone and Électre; “Des héros” - Ajax and 
Œdipe roi, translated from Ancient Greek by Robert Davreu; “Des mourants” – Inflammation du verbe vivre 
based on Philoctète and Les Larmes d'Œdipe based on Œdipe à Colone, adapted and rewritten by Mouawad, 
after Davreu’s death in 2013. 
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of the offices of the satiric magazine Charlie Hebdo in November 2015 in Paris forced the artist 

to rethink the setting of his play as it meant to “retrouver les lieux des massacres de mes guerres 

et de mes exils.” (Une chienne 13) Addressing the lack of representation, the author emphasizes 

Phèdre’s Lebanese origins and the relation of humanimality through constant repetition - “de 

mon sang […] une Levantine […] une chienne” (Une chienne 13) - reaffirming the character’s 

Middle Eastern background to a Western audience that had claimed her in the European classic 

theater. 

Set in a nightclub in the Arabic Peninsula, Vierge, Aphrodite and Phèdre try to rewrite 

history and take over this space dominated by ennui, pornography and nightmares, in which 

mythical and biblical figures take refuge. The two opposing figures – The Virgin, victim of the 

other’s perception of purity and Phèdre, seen as a femme fatale and victim of sensual pleasures 

– are both struggling not only with their faith and desires, but also with trauma. With the horrors 

of war constantly on her mind and suffering from the goddess’s vengeful punishment, Phèdre 

falls in love with her husband’s son, Hippolyte. His indifference humiliates and angers her at 

the thought of being a victim of men’s will, which leads her to commit suicide. 

The opening scene surprises the audience through an unexpected association of 

mythical and biblical characters with nudity, sensuality and lasciviousness. What dominates 

this scene is not only vulnerability, but also care, expressed through concern for the refugees 

who could not save themselves from the slaughter of the innocents: “Vierge. Nous cherchions 

à éviter le massacre des innocents et nous étions venus nous refugier ici. En chemin, beaucoup 

parmi nous sont morts. Nous n’avions pas même le temps de les enterrer, les oiseaux s’en 

chargeaient.” (Une chienne 17) Burying the dead, “enterrer” (in French, literally “putting them 

in the ground”; Une chienne 17), is a gesture of care as part of funeral rituals. Dehumanized, 

the victims become corpses left in the same spot in which they passed away so that 

necrophagous creatures consume their decomposing bodies. 
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Animalization, however, does not characterize the victims, but the oppressors who 

control the fight for survival. “Vierge. On nous a permis de nous installer ici dans un camp 

dressé spécialement pour les réfugiés. Le climat n’était pas favorable. Pluie et chaleur, 

moustiques et sauterelles, marécages en nombre. Beaucoup sont morts de dysenterie et d’autres 

de maladies incalculables.” (Une chienne 17) The fight for survival did not end for those who 

managed to flee as they became refugees, vulnerable to infectious diseases and a hostile 

climate. A metonymy for the current refugee crisis, this event is described by Vierge with 

anguish and a touch of bitterness as she remarks “Les Écritures n’en parlent pas” (Une chienne 

17), which underlines that the biblical narrative is controlled by male domination that 

suppresses the dominated – refugees, women, the more-than-human, nature. 

Complementing Vierge’s perspective, Aphrodite complains that the dominated, 

especially nature, lacks the care of the dominating powers (“La démocratie n’a nullement 

besoin des délires de la nature”, Une chienne 18), while the entire continent falls under the 

domination of Islamophobic Christianity (“Europe convertie tout entière à un crucifié.”, Une 

chienne 19). The scene is punctuated by remarks that could be interpreted as sarcastic and 

blasphemous, especially when Aphrodite admits to having birthed this unfair world (“tout cela 

de si admirable est sorti de ma chatte.”, Une chienne 19) in which she is fated to become prey 

because of her sexuality (“comme une pute de luxe, une salope, une chienne en chaleur”, Une 

chienne 19), while Vierge is condemned to chastity (“le problème inverse. Je ne suis que vierge, 

ne peux être que vierge, ne peux demeurer que vierge, et ne suis adorée qu’en tant que vierge.”, 

Une chienne 20). Opposite figures like Madonna della Pietà and the femme fatale, they are 

victims of the sexism inflicted by men such as Thésée, described as “mâle dominant de sa 

tribu” (Une chienne 22) or Hippolyte, surrounded by dogs, who drinks the blood of endangered 

wild animals and threatens to consume human blood one day (“(je) m’abreuve au sang de 

certains animaux sauvages en voie de disparition […] Prends garde qu’un matin je boive le 
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sang de tes semblables”, Une chienne 21). By threatening to subdue and murder human beings 

and exerting its power over them, male speech subscribes to a colonial discourse. 

In The Sexual Politics of Meat (1990), Carol Adams associates the female body and 

animal body as prey to masculinist and carnism ideologies: what rape and meat consumption 

have in common is an entire imaginary drawing on the enjoyment of the objectified body of 

the Other. Defining an absent referent, she underlines the “idée d’un cycle de réification, de 

fragmentation et de consommation qui relie le dépeçage et la violence sexuelle dans notre 

culture.” (Adams 100) The fight for representation, recognition and visibility is linked to 

ecofeminism through linguistic reappropriation and the revitalization of the status of the 

powerless. 

In Une chienne, both female characters make reference to rape, violence and the abuses 

that women suffer, belonging to “générations de femmes convaincues d’être des merdes.” (Une 

chienne 20) The indexical relation established between Phèdre and the term “chienne” is 

marked by dehumanization, a negative connotation that asserts women's inferiority and 

conveys sexist ideologies. Expressing tremendous irony, Vierge decides to be cast in a 

pornographic film and change her public image as “Le marketing qui a été mis en place n’est 

plus le bon” (Une chienne 22), especially as maintaining the integrity of the female body has 

taken away women’s right to the pleasures of the flesh. 

The sacrilege of the sex scene between Aphrodite and Vierge, as well as Ange and 

Vierge (Une chienne 42), completes the sarcasm of the dialogue when, aiming to “récrire 

l’histoire” (Une chienne 23), Aphrodite proclaims the imperative of Vierge’s desire (“Marie, 

sublime Marie pleine de grâce, que ta volonté soit faite”, Une chienne 23). Focusing on the 

politics of the female body while deconstructing masculinist and carnism ideologies, the 

dialogues are punctuated with the mutism and bare presence of various deities with their 

anthropic ability to metamorphose into humans or animals through shapeshifting: the 
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Cynocephalus god having a canid head which recalls the ancient god of the dead and the owl-

hearted goddess referring to wisdom (Une chienne 18). A bestiary recalling the ancient tragic 

chorus, they symbolize the border between death and life, past and present, conflict and peace, 

oblivion and memory. Despite their presence, their indifference toward the tragedy and 

inability to articulate a discourse fuel the chaos that rules the apocalyptic world. 

Surrounded by moths (Une chienne 39), butterfly wings and eggshells (Une chienne 

21), symbols of ephemerality and vulnerability, while “un grand Chien noir rôde” (Une 

chienne 24), Phèdre is associated with “la grue cendrée qui […] doit affronter seule les grands 

vents du pôle” (Une chienne 24). This association recalls Irène’s indigenous saying that 

feminine fortitude resembles the buffalos that are ready to attack. Breaking down, she would 

rather cover her body with mud, hide in a den, among wild beasts (Une chienne 24) whose 

migration reminds her of the massacre of her community and of her family’s forced 

displacement, as fugitives (Une chienne 25). Her nurse, Œnone, becomes her caretaker, 

cleaning her vomit and menstrual blood (Une chienne 24), dressing her and helping her put on 

her jewelry (Une chienne 25). The traumatic memories sharpen her senses and bring back the 

smell of “Le sang de la chienne, l’odeur de son sang […] La mémoire est dans le sang. Creuse 

sous le marbre de cette ville, tu trouveras des cadavres.” (Une chienne 26) By suggesting that 

memory is in the blood, Phèdre refers to the transgenerational transmission of trauma. 

The younger generations inherit their parents’ traumatic experiences throughout 

history, in Phèdre’s case her community being massacred (“notre peuple a été décimé”, Une 

chienne 26) by the man she married. Thus, she is affected by post-memory which allows for 

the collective transmission of a traumatic experience through the generations of the same 

family and community. 

Post memory characterizes the experience of those who grow up dominated by 
narratives that preceded their birth, whose own belated stories are evacuated by the 
stories of the previous generation shaped by traumatic events that can be neither 
understood nor recreated. (Hirsch, Family Frames 22) 
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Dominated by her family’s narrative and in order to put an end to the genocide, she sacrifices 

herself and marries Thésée, referred to as the “assassin de ma terre” (Une chienne 33), while 

falling for Hippolyte, “fils de qui a décimé les nôtres.” (Une chienne 33) The repetition of the 

verb “to decimate” hints not only at the scale of the massacre, but at the impact it has on the 

memory of the survivors. Marrying her family’s murderer, “ce vieillard effroyable qui te 

caresse les cheveux en te disant que tu es une brave fille, bien pute, bien salope, a tué ta sœur, 

a tué ton frère, a dévasté le pays de ton enfance” (Une chienne 28), Phèdre shows her 

attentiveness, receptivity and responsiveness on which care ethics pivots. 

Far from fraternizing with the enemy, she is fully aware of the abuse her husband is 

capable of, as well as the pain she inflicts on herself. Transgressing domestication, Phèdre puts 

a twist on the derogatory animal vocabulary her husband associates her with and reinvents 

herself as a wild animal that questions, challenges and rebels against anthropocentric 

approaches and the structural domination imposed on the powerless. Slaughtering her 

community and ruining her place of origin, the abuser defines her as an absent referent, “une 

chienne”, objectifying and asserting her inferiority. The term itself has derogative connotations 

which strengthen the bond between the two categories of dominated beings (Kordecki 282). 

What Thésée’s abuse of power leaves behind is environmental degradation, a landscape 

covered in blood, destroyed, impacting the future of the ecosystem, carrying the trace of war 

and trauma, which Phèdre recalls as “la grande mastication ! Le temps des chiens !” (Une 

chienne 37): “Tout est donc dévasté ! Les temples, les fontaines, les beautés mystérieuses. […] 

Le citronnier est tombé, l’olivier brûlé, le figuier arraché…” (Une chienne 41) Highlighting the 

power dynamics of the food chain in which the dominated are devoured by the dominating, 

this excerpt shows a visible hybridization between the state of the people and nature. This 

outlines the Anthropocene as an allegory, which in Mouawad’s œuvre I interpret as an epoch 

carrying the mark of damaging human impacts such as the war on the global ecosystem. In his 
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performances, there is no hope for a “Symbiocene”136 (a term coined by Glenn Albrecht which 

emphasizes the cooperative partnership between humans and nature), only the damaging effect 

of war and colonialism. In front of this ecocide, following Mouawad’s own approach to 

decolonial ecology and redefinition of care as the sorrow caused by environmental trauma, 

Phèdre forbids herself to forget, out of care: 

Être l’épouse de Thésée, l’assassin de ma terre, c’était rester au plus près de ma 
tribu, m’interdire toute possibilité d’oubli, garder brûlante la douleur. Mais 
ressentir ce que je ressens pour le fils de cet homme, éprouver une folie pareille, 
une joie aussi pure, c’est les trahir, les déterrer pour les donner en pâture aux 
oiseaux, devenir moi-même oiseau et me repaître à mon tour de leur humiliation. 
(Une chienne 33-34) 

 

Œnone encourages her to forget (Une chienne 28) as she considers care an attempt to turn 

towards the present, but the humiliation Phèdre feels as a subaltern prompts her to commit self-

harm, described in the stage directions (“Elle se gifle, se frappe, veut se mutiler.”, Une chienne 

29). When the dog’s barking sharpens her animal-like senses and triggers memories of old 

scents, she starts hemorrhaging (“Je m’en suis souvenue et mon sang s’est mis à couler”, Une 

chienne 27) and, tormented by nightmares, she throws up as a coping mechanism. 

The muezzin's prayer is followed by Chien, a silent, powerless witness, who crosses the 

stage. The conversation between Chien and Phèdre tests not only the limits of humanimality 

but establishes care as dialogue mediated by common humanimal language. Becoming 

Phèdre’s guide through the chiaroscuro of memories, even the dog lost the ability to trust their 

senses (“Je vais te montrer. Viens. Suis-moi. Je vais te montrer. (Il entraîne Phèdre à travers 

les rues désertes de la ville.) Voici les rues de ton enfance. Même moi, je ne parviens plus à 

reconnaître les anciennes odeurs”, Une chienne 36). The noise of the seagulls remind Phèdre 

of the massacred infants (Une chienne 39) and, as she tries to say her own name, she stutters 

 
136 See Albrecht. Earth Emotions and “Generation symbiocene”, The Ecologist, 8th March 2019, 
https://theecologist.org/2019/mar/08/generation-symbiocene 
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and finds herself overpowered by aphasia (“Ph… Ph… Ph… Je peux pas je peux pas je peux 

pas je peux pas je peux pas… Ph… Ph…”, Une chienne 24): trying to put her trauma into words 

and not allowing herself to fall prey to love, she feels trapped in an unsolvable conundrum (“Si 

je parle je meurs, et si je me tais je meurs”, Une chienne 31), forced to express herself through 

inarticulate, animal-like language, much like in Mouawad’s performance at the Spring Festival 

in Beirut: “un langage nouveau. L’aboiement. Tu deviens la chienne que tu dois être. 

Magnifique chienne ! Et c’est là mon salut : être chienne ! Sale chienne !” (Une chienne 28) 

Gayatri Spivak’s Can the subaltern speak137 rethinks postcolonial theory and highlights how 

the hegemonic dominant culture silences the subaltern, blocks its mobility and takes away its 

ability to respond. Barking is, therefore, an inarticulate utterance that underlines the forced 

dehumanization of the protagonist: the humanimal, the non-human, the more-than-human 

represent the subalterns who speak and are capable of communicating their plurality, but whom 

no human being hears, nor listens to, choosing indifference over care. 

Phèdre’s use of humanimal language helps her extricate herself from domesticity and 

forces the audience to rethink the ecopoetic dynamics of power and im-power in which the 

female body138 is located and in which female subjectivity develops. Etymologically, the prefix 

eco- refers to the Greek word oikos, meaning house/household139, which makes ecopoetics an 

attempt at reconfiguring the habitat (Bate 245-247). This becoming-dog is “un court‑circuitage, 

une capture de code où chacun se déterritorialise.” (Deleuze, Dialogues 47) In Phèdre’s altered 

view, close to insanity, the only way of escaping this territory of objectification and submission 

and regaining her freedom (Une chienne 28) is by being able to inflict violence on herself and 

 
137 See Spivak. Can the Subaltern Speak? 
138 “Their treatment of language as both corporeal and non-human challenges us to rethink both our relationship 
to language (to stop reifying and instrumentalizing it and make room for an affective and sensate relationship to 
and with it) and our conception of the human body.” (Kim 236) 
139 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, écologie, https://cnrtl.fr/etymologie/ecologie 
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on the dominated. Thus, she chooses to commit a crime and sacrifice her soul by killing an 

innocent animal, Chien (Une chienne 38). 

Contrary to the care Phèdre has been desperately searching for, Hippolyte provides her 

with a definition of indifference, buried in the garden of her ruined home: indifference is not 

defined as a lack of care, but as freedom in choosing with one’s heart. “Hippolyte. [… ] 

Indifférence. Indifférence. Et tu comprends indifférence non pas comme mépris du monde, au 

contraire. Non pas comme désintérêt du monde, au contraire. Indifférence comme 

concentration. Concentration sur ce qui plaît à ton cœur. Qu’est-ce qui plaît à ton cœur ?” (Une 

chienne 42) Unable to come up with an answer and make a selfish decision regardless of the 

consequences, Phèdre sees the dead body of Chien, takes the sheets covered in blood, makes a 

noose that she passes around her neck, steps on a chair and commits suicide. Out of the tension 

created by the lack of reconciliation between self-care and the care for others, between 

subjectivity and indifference, the only solution Phèdre finds is a suppression of selfhood. The 

last line of the play is a stage direction (“La Vierge regarde Phèdre pendue. Elle marmonne 

quelque chose comme un chant des morts.”, Une chienne 43) that points out the lack of care 

concerning women’s mental health and criticizes the indifference toward femicides, as if 

women’s alterity would not be worth caring for. 

Transgressing norms and expectations, the staging of the female body seen through the 

lens of the humanimal defamiliarizes the audience as it addresses an absolute form of alterity 

(Derrida, L’Animal 28), which Derrida recognizes in the absolute Other. This approach seems 

to resonate with the idea that humanimality is the only type of otherness that can bear witness 

to the unspeakable dominated by the brutality of war, rape and colonialism. 

In the lineage of Western philosophers with and against whom Derrida struggled 
all his life, only the Human can respond; animals react. The Animal is forever 
positioned on the other side of an unbridgeable gap, a gap that reassures the Human 
of his excellence by the very ontological impoverishment of a lifeworld that can-
not be its own end or know its own condition. (Haraway 77) 
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As human beings have rejected their own bestiality, they have assumed superiority, despite 

denying a part of their identity. Vulnerable, there is no way for the animal to defend itself, no 

way for it to speak out. Once again, it is reduced to a symbol, a kind of animal mutism due to 

its inability to communicate verbally with humans, provide the main source of enunciation, and 

therefore to respond. 

Pouvoir souffrir n'est plus un pouvoir, c'est une possibilité sans pouvoir, une 
possibilité de l'impossible. Là se loge, comme la façon la plus radicale de penser la 
finitude que nous partageons avec les animaux, la mortalité qui appartient à la 
finitude même de la vie, à l’expérience de la compassion, à la possibilité de partager 
la possibilité de cet im-pouvoir, la possibilité de cette impossibilité, l'angoisse de 
cette vulnérabilité et la vulnérabilité de cette angoisse. [...] (oui, ils souffrent, 
comme nous qui souffrons pour eux et avec eux). (Derrida, L’Animal 49-50) 

 

What humans and animals, non-humans and more-than-humans have in common is their 

marginalization, lack of power and vulnerability with which they suffer oppression or, in 

Donna Haraway’s perspective, their response-ability: suffering, in their case, stems from 

masculine dominance that has deprived them of power and ability to respond, pushing them 

into a space of vulnerability and resistance. 

 

Tous des oiseaux: allegorical humanimality and care redefined as duty for the community 

Equally delving into responsibility and response-ability, Tous des oiseaux, rewarded 

with the Grand Prix de la critique (2018), moves anthropomorphism and explores figurative 

humanimality and dehumanization in conflict zones. Being the first play Mouawad put on when 

he became director of Théâtre de la Colline, it managed to outline the central vision of the artist 

in his new capacity, as well as the new identity of the institution. Mouawad’s first manifesto at 

La Colline, Ode à l’ennemi140, highlights a strongly conflictual dynamics through the 

representation of the enemy figure, as the artist denounces our own ignorance and lack of care 

 
140 “Manifeste de Wajdi Mouawad, Ode à l’ennemi”, La Colline - théâtre national, March 2017, 
https://www.colline.fr/manifeste-de-wajdi-mouawad 
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for the other which should push us to go towards them, not against them, which is why the 

program of Tous des oiseaux is under the dominance of “aller vers”141 the Other. 

Having been written right after the 9/11 terrorist attack and dealing with love, death and 

familial dissent, the play makes references to the Holocaust, the Six-Day War (1967) and 

approaches these universal themes in the diasporic and Middle Eastern context. The author 

remarks that “Lorsqu’on écoute les actualités de 1983 sur la guerre du Liban, on est stupéfait 

tant elles nous catapultent en 2021 : mêmes faits, mêmes personnes. Les chefs des milices 

d’alors sont toujours ceux qui gouvernent aujourd’hui.”142 Keeping in mind the continuity of 

the local political context from the 1980s until the present day, the themes mentioned 

beforehand are accompanied by the relentless exploration of war, abuse, violence and 

transgenerational transmission of trauma. Evoking the massacre of the Palestinian camps Sabra 

and Chatila in 1982 by Lebanese Christian militias with the participation of the Israeli army, 

Tous des oiseaux addresses the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, a bloody event reminded of in Willy 

Protagoras or Incendies. These traumatizing events point out the dehumanization of the 

communities affected by war, as well as the ambiguity that figurative humanimality represents. 

Through flashbacks and constant shifts through the spatial-temporal frame, the play is 

set in the US, Germany, Israel, in the 1980s, as well as in the present. With the incipit being 

set in a university library in New York City, the play focuses on Eitan and Wahida who become 

madly in love, but at a family reunion his parents are against their relationship as he has a 

Jewish background, while Wahida has Arabic origins. Eitan explores the field of genetics, 

while Wahida researches the life of Hassan Ibn Mohammed Al-Wazzân, a diplomat from the 

16th century known as Leo Africanus or Johannes Leo de Medicis who, after becoming a 

 
141 “Des langues, une écriture 2”, interview with Charlotte Farcet in Programme of Tous des Oiseaux, Theatre-
contemporain, November 2017, https://www.theatre-contemporain.net/spectacles/tous-des-
oiseaux/ensavoirplus/idcontent/82701 
142 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 7. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
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prisoner, is offered to Pope Leo X and forced to convert from Islam to Christianity. After the 

couple travels to Israel, they become victims of a terrorist attack: Wahida is raped by a female 

border officer and Eitan falls into a coma. His parents’ and grandparents’ visits fuel the tension 

among them, revealing a dark family secret and confronting the characters with a reality that 

some cannot accept, while others try to resist. Thus, the play is an Israeli-Palestinian 

transcontinental and transgenerational drama that attempts to get to the bottom of what cultural 

identity means. 

The play starts under the sign of care, given the repetition of the verb “raconter” (“Je 

vous raconte. Je vous raconte ? Je vous raconte.”, Tous des oiseaux 12), as if almost asking for 

the audience’s permission to be exposed to traumatizing storytelling, similar to a trigger 

warning. The ludic atmosphere that follows is dominated by Eitan’s obsessive care for genetics, 

whose geekiness is what seems to be the only flirting technique he has in his arsenal: 

Wahida. Avec vous l’identité devient simple. 
Eitan. Quarante-six chromosomes. 
Wahida. L’amour ? 
Eitan. L’amour, l’holocauste, le témoignage, la mémoire, l’amitié… Quarante-six 
chromosomes. 
Wahida. Les promesses, la tendresse, l’humour ? 
Eitan. Quarante-six chromosomes. 
Wahida. La jeunesse ? 
Eitan. Quarante-six chromosomes. 
Wahida. Mon visage ? Ma peau ? 
Eitan. Quarante-six chromosomes. 
Wahida. Mes lèvres ? 
Eitan. Quarante-six chromosomes. (Tous des oiseaux 21-22) 

 

By repeating factual data and comparing the complexity of human genetics to that of yeast or 

frogs, while resuming the Holocaust, memory and love to forty-six chromosomes, Eitan’s 

naivete adds lightness, simplicity and endearing humor to the dialogue. This strategy lets the 

audience rest before shocking it with the harmful potential of those very same forty-six 

chromosomes that moments before seemed harmless. 
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Alternating flashbacks, the following scene describing the terrorist attack is like a 

tsunami that ravages everything, transmitting a sense of perpetual disorientation. As Eitan is 

comatose in the hospital, Wahida has trouble making herself understood in order to care for 

him as she does not speak the local language, Hebrew (Tous des oiseaux 17). It is the nurse, 

the main caretaker, who warns her that the Muslim neighborhood may be put on lockdown by 

the army and, giving her a sleeping pill, insists that she rests and takes care of herself too. 

However, sleep-deprived, Wahida is haunted by the memories of the attack that left a deep 

mark on her: “Je ne peux pas dormir. Je me rejoue la scène dès que je suis seule. Je ferme les 

yeux et tout revient, le pont, les gens, la chaleur, le soleil, la douane, la fouille, et tout tourne 

en boucle jusqu’à l’attentat.” (Tous des oiseaux 18) The insomnia she suffers from is not only 

a symptom of PTSD due to the attack, but also to the hostility of the treatment she received as 

soon as she crossed the border and was interrogated and body-searched by the soldier Eden. 

Although an interrogation could be perceived as a sign of care for a nation’s security, the scene 

proves the aggression and abuse that can be committed in the name of politics: 

Eden. Tu l’espionnes ? 
Wahida. Pardon !?... 
Eden. Tu travailles pour qui ? 
Wahida. Je ne comprends pas… 
Eden. Depuis quand tu as un passeport americain ? 
Wahida. Je suis Américaine ! 
Eden. Qu’est-ce que tu as été faire en Égypte, en Tunisie, en Algérie, au Maroc ? 
Wahida. Mes recherches… Ma thèse… 
Eden. Et tu baises un Juif pour ta thèse aussi ? Arabe ? Tu es Arabe ? 
Wahida. Non… Si… (Tous des oiseaux 25-26) 

 

As a young woman of Arabic background who travels in the Middle East under an American 

passport, Wahida’s every little gesture is interpreted as an act of aggression, potentially 

dangerous for the state. Showing competence and responsibility for her research topic because 

she thinks that “son histoire permet de répondre à certaines questions que notre époque nous 

pose.” (Tous des oiseaux 28), she even has to defend it as Hassan Ibn Mohammed Al-Wazzân 
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is considered to have had a link to terrorist activity (Tous des oiseaux 26). Proceeding with the 

body search, the soldier demands that she take off her clothes and abuses her, against Wahida’s 

consent. 

Eden. Déshabille-toi […] Enlève ta robe. […] Enlève tout […] Ouvre la bouche 
[…] Écarte les jambes … Je vais te toucher … Ecarte […] (Wahida au bord des 
larmes) Je vais te toucher. (Eden ôte ses gants et pose ses deux mains sur le dos de 
Wahida. Eden embrasse le dos de Wahida. Wahida se retourne brusquement, Eden 
embrasse Wahida. Explosion.) (Tous des oiseaux 28-29) 

Far from the paradise her name promises, Eden allows Wahida to enter the country by forcing 

her into non-consensual sexual activity. This representation of women as aggressors stands in 

sharp contrast with their depiction as rape victims, which destabilizes the notion of female 

solidarity that Wahida was clinging to. Due to too much trauma in the region – stolen lands, 

casualties, murders, kidnappings… – the soldier who lets violence take over her behavior is 

convinced that all hope for reconciliation has been lost: “Eden. Comment oublier ce qu’ils nous 

font et comment oublier ce qu’on leur fait ?! Alors nous les ignorons !” (Tous des oiseaux 83) 

Oblivion or ignorance is seen as self-care, the only way she, as a representative of the state, 

can imagine going forward in life. The rape occurred at the same time as the terrorist attack 

that had not yet been claimed on the TV news (Tous des oiseaux 29). 

In the hope of bringing some comfort to Eitan out of care, Wahida tries to notify his 

family and searches for his grandmother, Leah, who stayed behind in Israel and did not 

immigrate to Germany like the other family members: “Wahida. Eitan est en train de mourir ! 

[…] Vous êtes sa famille !” (Tous des oiseaux 31) Constrained to take responsibility, Leah does 

not know how to react: as it turns out, the family separated when Eitan’s father David was very 

young. Etgar, the grandfather, survivor of the Holocaust and former soldier in the Israeli army, 

moves to Germany and raises David all by himself after breaking up with Leah who did not 

want to lie to their son anymore. 

When Eitan starts a relationship with Wahida, he goes to the rabbi (Tous des oiseaux 

35) for advice, as a measure of care towards the wellbeing of the family and harmonious 
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relations he was hoping to build among their members. Growing up to become a fervent 

Zionist, David praises the ancestral laws that should dictate Eitan’s life: “David. […] il y a une 

autre loi, plus ancienne celle-là, ancestrale, qui prend sa source dans le sang des nôtres, et qui 

nous rend responsables les uns devant les autres. […] La culpabilité du survivant. […] Tu ne 

peux pas participer à la disparition ! […] La transmission, la chair, le sang.” (Tous des oiseaux 

36-40) Hinting at his responsibility as a Jew to continue in the same cultural and religious 

tradition, David does not see eye to eye with his son and they fight over the language they are 

using to express their beliefs: 

David. Et tu oses me dire ça dans la langue des bourreaux ! 
Norah. C’est la langue de sa mère […] 
David. Si tu veux me parler, tu me parles en hébreu. (Tous des oiseaux 41-44) 
 

German, for David, is the language of the executioners, despite being his son’s mother tongue. 

Norah is a German citizen from East Germany who discovers, as an adult, that her parents hid 

from her that they were actually Jewish. Thus, she supports her husband and tries to make Eitan 

understand where their virulence comes from: “Norah. Tu craches au visage de ton père […] 

Tu craches ! Et tu craches doublement. Elle n’est pas juive et elle est arabe […]. Il y a un océan 

d’Arabes qui veut la destruction d’Israël.” (Tous des oiseaux 43-44) Norah’s deepest fear is 

that Wahida might want to convert her son to Islam (Tous des oiseaux 67) and, the only way 

she can express her care is by desperately protecting her son from any potential danger. She 

sees herself as having “le visage d’une chienne […] D’une chienne. Prête à mordre pour sauver 

son monde.” (Tous des oiseaux 69) Using a raw and dehumanizing vocabulary representing a 

figure from the Mouawadian bestiary, she resumes motherhood to the biological instinct of the 

animal. Knowing the results of the DNA test, Wahida alludes at “L’animal femelle sait de qui 

elle a accouché” (Tous des oiseaux 70), continuing to use terms with the same lexical nuances. 
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However, despite the political and historical contexts he is being referred to, Eitan does 

not believe in his duty to preserve their community’s traditions and is overwhelmed by the guilt 

that he has to cope with, inherited from previous generations: 

Eitan. […] tu m’empoisonnes avec la douleur du passé […] La douleur ne se 
transmet pas de génération en génération ! […] Je te le dis en hébreu : l’expérience 
d’un humain sa vie durant n’affecte aucun de ses chromosomes, quelle que soit la 
brutalité de l’expérience ! […] Nos gènes sont indifférents à nos existences ! 
Indifférents ! (Tous des oiseaux 45) 

 

Indifference for Eitan does not have negative connotations, on the contrary, it gives him 

freedom of choice. His religion is science and, as such, he trusts it fully, especially when, after 

doing a DNA test, he discovers that, while he is his parents’ son, David’s father is not Edgar. 

In a flashback, Eitan is in the hospital, surrounded by his relatives, while the noises 

made by fighter aircraft, bombs (Tous des oiseaux 52) and operations exterminating all 

Palestinian terrorist organizations (Tous des oiseaux 64) keep them grounded in the present 

moment. Meeting her mother-in-law for the first time, Norah excuses herself for her broken 

Hebrew, but Leah injects lines charged with sarcasm that challenge the dynamics of their 

relationships. 

Norah. Pardonnez-moi. Mon hébreu est affreux. 
Leah. Ne vous en faites pas, c’est réciproque : j’ai une haine profonde pour tout ce 
qui est allemand. Voitures, langue, gaz, trains et savons. (Tous des oiseaux 57) 

 

Referring to history, Leah allows numerous moments of humor in the play, such as when they 

talk about Eitan’s and Wahida’s potential marriage (“menu : kasher ou halal.”, Tous des 

oiseaux 71) or when she urges her husband to move to Berlin (“Il paraît que maintenant les 

Allemands adorent les Juifs.”, Tous des oiseaux 93), criticizing the dynamics of the Arabic-

Jewish and German-Jewish relations, especially after the attempts to implement reparative 

policies that would fix their global public image. Humor, irony and sarcasm represent an artistic 

strategy Mouawad uses in order to care for the audience and allow it to process the complex 
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content more easily. Leah’s sarcasm resonates with her husband’s whose imaginary, in the 

crowded airport, goes back to the Holocaust: “Etgar. Il y avait tellement de monde, au moins 

dix avions, nous étions si serrés. Il y en avait un à côté de moi, de mon âge, on s’est regardés, 

il a dit : « On nous conduit au four ou quoi ? » On a rigolé.” (Tous des oiseaux 79) Although 

they draw not on the ludic dimension of humor, but on the characters’ coping mechanisms 

towards hardship and trauma, these moments of amusement might not allow the entire audience 

to rest; on the contrary, they create a state of mixed feelings and even discomfort, out of care 

for taboo subjects. A delicate issue to put on stage given not only the theme of the play, but 

also depending on the audience’s background, humor has the potential to leave the spectator in 

a liminal space, frozen between laughter and shock, relaxation and paralysis (Losco-Lena 239). 

Language, apart from allowing moments of lightness or uneasiness, has the ability to 

deliver care or inflict pain on others. For instance, speaking to them in English, the doctor 

assures them that Eitan is out of danger, but that all he needs is care, the presence of his loved 

ones, as well as exposure to his mother tongue. 

Médecin. Parlez-lui. Un peu. Dans sa langue maternelle. 
David. L’hébreu. 
Norah. L’allemand. Sa langue maternelle est l’allemand. (Tous des oiseaux 63) 
 

Although these reactions trigger laughter, they point out, in fact, that the relation to language 

is intricate not only in this particular family, but that it spreads the political, cultural and 

religious tensions of the Middle Eastern and European contexts. 

Healing from a traumatizing experience, Wahida is not indifferent to questions of 

identity and starts exploring her own cultural positioning: “Wahida. Plus rien n’est pareil […] 

C’est comme après un viol. […] J’ai sincèrement cru moi aussi qu’on pouvait être indifférent 

au monde. […] L’attentat a tout fracassé […] je suis Arabe.” (Tous des oiseaux 103) Victim of 

rape and the attack, she deconstructs her past and various elements that built her persona and, 

for the first time, manages to assume her identity as an Arabic woman. She realizes that in the 
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US where she grew up, she had been taught how to reject her origins. In order to do so, she 

chose to curate her physical appearance (“J’ai blanchi de peau, je me suis débasanisée, policée 

à fond.”, Tous des oiseaux 104) and, instead, played all her cards on a femme fatale type of 

beauty, which she labels as “chienne” (Tous des oiseaux 104): “dans cette Amérique qui m’a 

vue grandir, cet Occident si libre, si ouvert, où tout nous est offert, cette Amérique si puissante, 

si vaste, si énorme, je préférais mille fois qu’on me pense bonne à baiser plutôt qu’on me crache 

au visage le mot arabe !” (Tous des oiseaux 104) Afraid of discrimination, violence and 

islamophobia, she tried to fit into a mold that turned her into an inferiorized, dehumanized and 

animalized stereotype. 

Seeking a sense of belonging and sisterhood, she realizes that war inevitably means 

taking sides and therefore she belongs to her Palestinian community: “Wahida. Pendant cette 

guerre, ma place est là-bas. De l’autre côté de ce mur. Avec ceux qui vont perdre. Je veux me 

tenir avec mes sœurs. Celles du moins qui m’ont appelée comme ça. Ya ikhti. Je veux me tenir 

avec mes mères. Celles du moins qui m’ont appelée comme ça. Ya binti.” (Tous des oiseaux 

106) The translatlantic journey and intrafamilial quest for identity coincides in Wahida’s case 

with an initiatory trajectory paved with challenges that empowered her to acknowledge her 

origins and maternal lineage (“Je suis Wahida, fille de Nawal, petite-fille de Nazira, arrière-

petite-fille de Souloum”, Tous des oiseaux 125) and to find a language that could express her 

awareness. 

Borrowing a technique from the documentary theater, Mouawad used a TV on the stage 

that shows footage (Tous des oiseaux 87) from 18th September 1982 when Lebanese Christian 

militias entered the camps of Sabra and Chatila and proceeded to massacre thousands of 

Palestinian civilians. 

Every living being except Man can be killed but not murdered. To make Man 
merely kill-able is the height of moral outrage; indeed, it is the definition of 
genocide. Reaction is for and toward the unfree; response is for and toward the 
open. Everything but Man lives in the realm of reaction and so calculation; so much 
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animal pain, so much human good, add it up, kill so many animals, call it sacrifice. 
Do the same for people, and they lose their humanity. (Haraway 78) 

 

Exploring the dynamics of power in conflict zones, the scene reinverts the expectations of 

humanimality and reveals that, by committing genocide, it is the humans who prove their inner 

bestiality. It is by committing murder that they lose what makes them what they are, namely 

their humanity. Allowing theater practitioners to explore the “global condition of troubled 

epistemologies about truth, authenticity and reality” (Martin 1), documentary theater gives 

Mouawad the methodology that he repurposes in the hope of raising awareness, developing 

relatedness and empathy. This strategy prompts a response to contemporary socio-political 

issues, especially in a decade that deals with fake news, ambiguous truths and distrust of current 

media. 

The footage prompts Edgar to zigzag through memories and go back to a time when he 

was the last one in the family tree (“J’étais le dernier d’une lignée d’oiseaux sans branche”. 

Tous des oiseaux 95), decimated by the Holocaust (“servir de nourriture aux chiens dont 

j’entends encore la mastication”, Tous des oiseaux 96), an event he recalls using terms related 

to meat consumption, food chain and devouring, similar to Une chienne. He makes a detour to 

the time when he had to immigrate to Germany, despite all the trauma the displacement meant 

for him and his ancestors (“avec l’exil et le malheur de tous mes ancêtres sur les épaules”, Tous 

des oiseaux 96). Taking yet another detour, he goes back to the time when, serving in the 

military, he was sent to exterminate a Palestinian village (Tous des oiseaux 113): in a shoebox, 

he found a baby that, deciding to save, he adopted with Leah and baptized David. Hearing the 

story, David finds it hilarious that the name his father chose for a Palestinian baby has a 

tremendous significance in the Jewish tradition: 

David. Tu as donné le nom de David a un enfant palestinien ?! 
Etgar. Je lui ai donné le nom d’un roi. (Tous des oiseaux 114) 
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After all, convinced of his Jewish identity, David cannot even fathom that he is indeed the 

orphaned Palestinian baby and cannot accept his Muslim roots: “on ose dire Juifs et Arabes 

races sémitiques. On a aussi peu à voir avec eux que les oiseaux avec les poissons” (Tous des 

oiseaux 110-111). As such, he considers them two animal races separated by differences. 

Etgar. Tu es ce bébé que j’ai trouvé dans une boîte à chaussures, tu entends ? 
David. Quoi ? 
Etgar. C’est ça. Tu es Palestinien, tu es ce que tu détestes, tu es Arabe, tu n’as rien 
de Juif. (Tous des oiseaux 115) 
 

Confronted with a religious illumination, he was not even able to doubt, David suffers a stroke 

and the doctors, not giving the family any hope, encourage them to proceed with organ donation 

as care for other victims. Prompted to surround him and speak to him in his mother tongue, the 

family runs into the same issue as with Eitan: 

Médecin. Quelle est sa langue maternelle ? 
Norah. L’hébreu. 
Leah. L’arabe. La langue de sa mère est l’arabe. (Tous des oiseaux 122) 
 

Not having any family member who speaks Arabic, they ask Wahida to come and, in a gesture 

of care, she recites the alphabet in Arabic (Tous des oiseaux 125), while the resurrected figure 

of Wazzân tells the fable of the amphibious bird (“Je suis l’oiseau amphibie arrivant au milieu 

de vous, je suis l’un des vôtres, je suis l’un des vôtres !”, Tous des oiseaux 128). This brings 

reconciliation by recognizing, accepting and acknowledging the characters’ origins and sense 

of belonging. The fable’s goal drawing on care is to “soulager les vivants” (Tous des oiseaux 

129), as there is no resolution for the deceased. The scene hints at conversion: Wazzân who 

converted from Islam to Christianity; David who is convinced of his Jewish identity and 

discovers he is the enemy, a Palestinian; Norah, a German citizen who discovers she is Jewish; 

Wahida, a diasporic being who discovers and acknowledges her origins; and Eitan, a scientist 

who discovers that, unlike his theories, epigenetics inform a practice of transgenealogical 

transmission of trauma. 
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Burying his father, Eitan recalls his family tree: “moi, Eitan, fils de Norah et de David, 

petit-fils de Leah et d’Edgar, héritier de deux peuples qui se déchirent, Je ne me consolerai pas, 

je ne me consolerai pas, je ne me consolerai pas, je ne me consolerai pas, je ne me consolerai 

pas.” (Tous des oiseaux 130) The repetition of his refusal to console himself corresponds to the 

beginning of an exploration of cultural identity in which reconciliation has to be the ultimate 

goal, as depicted through the image of the birds (“Les oiseaux vont et viennent de chaque côté 

de ce mur”, Tous des oiseaux 107) that cross the artificially imposed political boarders, 

enjoying freedom. Although the final scene delivers an ambiguous ending with regard to the 

future of the characters, it allows for a pluralization of language and encourages the audience 

to adapt to multiple habitats, their own and the Other’s, following the legend of the amphibious 

bird. 

What surprises audience members the most is perhaps the fact that, although the play 

is written in French, this language is totally absent from the performance. Apart from 

producing, together with the bestiary, “un effet-pluriel, voire un effet-Babel” (Achard-Bayle 

and Mansour 71), the use of multilingualism points to Mouawad’s loss of the mother tongue, 

as well as the relevance of Mouawad’s work not only for a French and Francophone readership, 

but also on the international stage. The author admits that “Pour Tous des oiseaux, j’ai écrit un 

texte en français ensuite traduit en quatre autres langues, ce qui m’a vraiment donné 

l’impression d’un déplacement vers un lieu inhabituel, une langue autre.”143 A true polyphonic 

intertwining of languages trying to respect the language of the characters144, the performance 

is delivered in four languages, thanks to an international cast of multilingual actors, as well as 

 
143 “Interview with Wajdi Mouawad” by Marie Bey and Fanély Thirion for the Dossier de presse Mère, La 
Colline - théâtre national, October 2021, p. 7. https://www.colline.fr/sites/default/files/dp-mere_4.pdf 
144 “Des langues, une écriture 1”, interview with Charlotte Farcet in Programme of Tous des Oiseaux, Theatre-
contemporain, November 2017, https://www.theatre-contemporain.net/spectacles/tous-des-
oiseaux/ensavoirplus/idcontent/82700 
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the translations of Linda Gaboriau (English), Uli Menke (German), Jalal Altawil (Arabic) and 

Eli Bijaoui (Hebrew). 

Mouawad’s artistic strategy of having a monolingual text translated into several 

languages other than French for the performance shows the place they occupy in the world, 

recalls their presence in the region and challenges “la pensée linéaire” (Glissant 27) of the 

audience as defined by Edouard Glissant, that is a mode of thought that would limit their 

understanding of the world Furthermore, it represents a subtle criticism at the colonial tendency 

French language had, in the world as well as in the Middle East, to “domesticate” (Debaële 6) 

other local languages. Geolocating the scenes, polyglotism allows the audience to contextualize 

the plot geographically and historically, and better understand the identity positioning of 

characters, although it requires particular attention from the audience who has to juggle several 

languages and the subtitles in French, during a three-hour-long performance. 

Apart from the forced displacement of the characters and the translation of the play into 

four different languages, there is a strong hybridization effect between the non-humans and the 

more-than-humans described - a fusion between the wild beast and the domesticated animal. 

The stylistic hybridization of the performance incorporates the poetic quality of its storytelling 

and performative framework, as well as linguistic symbiosis, between English, German, 

Hebrew and Arabic, translations of the original French. Furthermore, referring to the 

elusiveness or disappearance of the mother tongue, the multilingualism of the performance 

forces the poetic text itself to go through a conversion and become more concrete. Fabienne 

Brugère questions the patriotism of care ethics (Brugère and Le Blanc 82) as it goes against a 

collective sense of care towards alterity. However, our relation to language is based not only 

on affect, but also on symbolic and ethical considerations. Care pushes the characters to 

confront their own inner conflicts or their family members, expressing themselves in their 

chosen mother tongue or the language of what or who is perceived to be their enemy. 
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Language revolves around the intergenerational conflict translated as “l’intrusion du 

collectif (l’Histoire) dans l’intime.” (Dupois 19) Although translation has the potential to make 

audible the voices of the dominated, being a tool of resistance, the act of translation revolves 

around a power relationship and it can also become a tool of domination. Given that it is the 

language of the diasporic youth in New York separating them from their family members, 

English loses its potential as lingua franca, as the older generations do not speak it. As there 

are no bilingual characters speaking Hebrew and Arabic, due to the local political context, the 

only language that allows communication remains German. Mouawad considers it the “langue 

de réconciliation”145, despite the fact that it leads to vulnerability and compromises. Especially 

since German is the language in which the last line of the performance is delivered, this 

challenges a different interpretation of the performance - if it were to end in another language, 

such as Arabic or Hebrew, given the political conflict. However, similar to the amphibious 

bird, “La vulnérabilité doit être reconnue. C’est par le biais de la reconnaissance elle-même 

que nous rétablissons notre vulnérabilité fondamentale.” (Brugère, Pour une société du care 

63) Following this angle, Mouawad’s work on alterity encourages a public recognition, 

acceptance and discussion on vulnerability, response-ability and care. 

For Mouawad, “le théâtre est une forme d’attentat : le spectateur est innocent, il vient, 

il s’assoit, il ne sait pas ce qu’il va voir et puis… boum ! Il sort fracassé par ce qu’il a vu et 

entendu.” (Mouawad in Sarthou-Lajus 96) This questioning is part of Mouawad’s artistic 

strategy to disorient the public, shatter their preconceived ideas of humanity and 

dehumanization. It forces them to rethink the political context the play focuses on and 

extrapolate it to other conflicts the world is confronted with. By leaning on decolonial ecology 

that gives an insight into the dynamics of power between the dominant and the dominated, 

 
145 “Interview Wajdi Mouawad : «La langue de réconciliation dans la pièce, c’est l’allemand»”, Liberation, 30th 
November 2017, https://www.liberation.fr/theatre/2017/11/30/wajdi-mouawad-la-langue-de-reconciliation-dans-
la-piece-c-est-l-allemand_1613691/ 



 
 
 

196 
 

between the powerful and the powerless, between humans and the non-humans or the more-

than-humans, Mouawad attempts to shift power vertically, from top to bottom, and empower 

the Other. His own approach of care as a purposeful willingness to respond to trauma, 

oppression and injustice, resonates with Ahmed’s concept of “Willfulness” (“When we are 

willing to get in the way, we are willful […] Willfulness: the acquisition of a voice as a refusal 

to be beaten. […] not being willing to be owned.”, Ahmed, Living 66-74), a determination that 

is inherited and passed on through theater. In Mouawad’s vision, non-humans and more-than-

humans do not inflict pain out of pleasure, this perversion and barbaric gesture belonging to 

human beings only. Their predatory aptitude reinscribes the humans in the ecosystem, 

revealing a system of necropolitical domination in which the dominant has the power of death 

over the dominated and which leaves its mark on the environmental bionetwork and society 

alike. 

 

 

The artist’s non-anthropocentric approach revolves around the recollection and re-

writing of a traumatic experience of human violence through the gaze of the absolute Other. 

As language is associated directly with human beings and power, Mouawad’s performances of 

Une chienne, Tous des oiseaux and Beirut Spring Festival mise-en-voix challenge the 

anthropocentric perspective of care ethics and, by crossing the humanimal threshold, reinforce 

the subjectivity of the Other through the performance of a humanimal ethics of care. 

Furthermore, animal voice and speechlessness allow the artist to redefine the ways in 

which he relates to and feels connected to his shared diasporic world (Braidotti 22), not only 

during the pandemic. 

Le désir de promouvoir plus de justice envers les animaux exprime le désir de 
construire des relations où, au lieu d’exercer son pouvoir sur autrui (power over), 
on cherche à déterminer les règles d’une cohabitation plus respectueuse de chacun 
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et à exercer sa capacité d’agir (power to). C’est pourquoi la cause animale est l’un 
des éléments pouvant réenclencher un processus civilisationnel. (Pelluchon 42) 

 

Aiming to reverse the discourse that silences the non-human and the more-than-human and 

makes it invisible, as well as the objectification of the female body, Mouawad explores 

zooinclusivity by means of an echolalic writing based on an echoing repetition of the spoken 

word through a plurality of animal perspectives. Structuring the plays in four parts titled 

“oiseau” or titling them “chienne”, the author places the protagonists and their symbolic 

bestiary counterparts (that remind of the “humain métonymique”, Levi-Strauss 247) on the 

same level. This is not to say that he is placing animals on the same level as human beings or 

that his theater is anti-speciesist, but that he recognizes the similarity the dominated shares with 

the non-human and the more-than-human. 

Theater is an embodied practice relying on the presence of the performers and of the 

audience. The body on the stage – representations of human and non-human characters – 

conveys a constellation of meanings. Thus, the embodiment of the non-human or the more-

than-human comes with challenges that other literary genres do not entail. This prompts me to 

consider that what theater contributes to care is not empathy, but physicality. As such, the 

mediation of care through embodiment, sensoriality, polymorphism, in addition to the 

adaptability and ability of the performer to embody, resist and identify with the Other in its 

plurality, represent the pillars of the dramaturgy of care. 

Mouawad’s approach to humanimality as a symbol of resistance and mediation makes 

possible the interpretation of his bestiary as polymorphic beings whose physical appearance is 

both zoomorphic and anthropomorphic, concrete and figurative, dominated by their symbiotic 

relation with the Other. Une chienne or Tous des oiseaux are not bestiaries according to the 

dictionary definition: they are neither an allegorical treatise on animals, nor a collection of 

fables on the moralities of beasts, but they make the audience understand that human beings 
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are both violent and victims of violence and that they are not the measure of the universe. What 

brings them closer to non-humans or more-than-humans is suffering, vulnerability, the desire 

to be free. The protagonists are not the bestiaries, the gladiators fighting against the beasts. 

They are the fighters who embrace their animality while retaining their humanity, who see in 

animals their own mirrored reflections, who read their response in their gestures of 

vulnerability and humanity. If they are fighting together against something, it has to be the 

dominant discourse of oppression. 
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Chapter 5. 

Origins, heritage and the spatiality in which care is negotiated 

 

My last chapter focuses on Wajdi Mouawad’s tetralogy, Le Sang des promesses 

(Littoral, Incendies, Forêts, Ciels) which establishes his identity as a major figure on the 

Francophone stage. I will first explain why his tetralogy gained so much critical attention and 

then emphasize the role spatiality plays in Mouawad’s redefinition of care. I will dedicate most 

of the chapter to Littoral as it is the only performance Mouawad chose to rework and present 

during two lockdowns; thus, I find it particularly relevant to our understanding of belonging, 

space and isolation, especially during a time when we as a society struggled to be hospitable 

and coexist safely with the Other. 

First, Derrida's reflection on the law/laws of hospitality provided me with the insight 

that hospitality goes beyond common gestures of care towards the Other. I will argue that it 

hints at the political scale of care ethics, seen as the protection offered to emigrants and 

refugees. I then discuss Derrida’s hospitality together with Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, 

which allows me to better understand spatiality in the theatrical context. I argue that theater is 

the perfect genre that facilitates the juxtaposition of these spatial layers as it allows heterotopia 

to defy the rules of chronological and geographical logic. Furthermore, it pushes the audience 

to reflect on the hospitality of theater as a space that receives them and to extrapolate it to a 

definition of care as hospitality towards the Other. 

I then move on to Incendies in order to explore care as a concern for respecting one’s 

last wishes, an attention to finding one’s roots deeply embedded in a space of trauma. 

Analyzing Forêts, I delve into the definition of care as a preoccupation with heritage and 

filiation, while Ciels gives us an insight into radical gestures of self- and collective care, in a 

dystopic setting dominated by technology. 



 
 
 

200 
 

I draw on Hans-Thies Lehmann’s “théâtre du survisible” in order to show that 

Mouawad’s postdramatic performance forces the audience to reconsider the space of the stage, 

rethink their own positionality and the space they occupy in the world. Furthermore, Mouawad 

places nature at the center of his performances and opens a reflection on what we leave as a 

trace on the natural world. His performances are not environmental fiction; what they do is 

reflect on what we, as a society, can do with a damaged, wounded and broken space we can no 

longer occupy together. I argue that Mouawad redefines care as the sorrow caused by the state 

of the world we inherited, the damaged world we live in and the flawed world we pass on to 

the next generation. 

 

What legacy does Le Sang des promesses leave to the dramaturgy of care? 

Wajdi Mouawad’s tetralogy, Le Sang des promesses (Littoral, Incendies, Forêts, Ciels), 

brings together numerous crossroads of the 20th century with its light and shadows, with its 

poetry and horrors. All the themes discussed previously – diaspora, youth, family dynamics, 

humanimality – are encapsulated in Mouawad’s care for origins, heritage and legacy, seen both 

from the artist’s perspective and the characters’ angle. Given its prominence, there is nothing 

that has defined Mouawad’s artistic identity more than the theatrical tetralogy Le Sang des 

promesses, putting him in the spotlight on the international stage. Although his work is a 

combination of artistic filiation, from the Greek tragedy to Robert Lepage, encompassing 

various genres – opera, novel, essay, theatrical adaptations, direction etc. – his artistic identity 

seems intimately tied to playwriting, which is the area that brought him public recognition and 

defined him as a successful artist. His productions have been informed by the study of tragedy, 

adaptations and collaborations with Quebecois artists, yet critics and audiences tend to value 

his original creations in which auto-fiction gives way to vulnerability and authenticity. 
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Furthermore, the tetralogy gained visibility146 in 2009 when Mouawad was affiliated as 

an associate artist to the Festival d'Avignon. Having his work performed in the Cour d'Honneur 

of the Palais des Papes is, by default, a sign of major recognition on the French, Francophone 

and international stage. Held together by the poetic language that gives coherence and 

characterizes Mouawad’s writing, the final performance gives the impression of an initiation 

story or an epic poem, dominated by a deeply moving humanity: places and times overlap, 

several generations cross each other’s path, the living and the dead reunite on stage, while 

protagonists go on a quest for origins and heritage, aiming to deconstruct myths and rewrite 

narratives. 

In his tetralogy, Mouawad redefines care as a constant preoccupation with one’s 

origins, specifically the place where one comes from, as well as the place where one goes. 

Furthermore, in Mouawad’s performances, I also interpret it as the place from which the 

characters are displaced and the place where they constantly strive to rebuild their lives. The 

question of origins seen through the characters’ perspective is deeply rooted in one’s 

perspective of space and the conflicting stories of the places around which the plays revolve 

are dictated by History making surface in the region described. When exploring exilic and 

diasporic identities, the feeling of belonging to a place comes to the forefront of a reflection on 

care: to care vs. to be indifferent to the Other, to integrate them vs to reject them, to carve a 

space for them or to push them out with hostility and indifference. In this chapter, I will 

constantly reflect on the spatiality that theater as a space for performance contributes to care 

 
146 An exercise in resilience both on the side of the troupe and on the side of the audience as the performance 
lasts over eleven hours in total, Littoral, Incendies and Forêts were performed together at the Palais des Papes, 
while Ciels was performed separately at Châteaublanc – Parc des Expositions, given the special set it required. 
The critiques have been mixed regarding Forêts and Ciels which received the least amount of critical attention, 
especially due to the overwhelming structure and length of the performance (Littoral 2h40, Incendies 2h35, 
Forêts 3h45, Ciels 2h30), not to mention that they are set apart historically and geographically compared to the 
Lebanese context the audience and the critics are used to in Mouawad’s work. See Bouchard 143–145. 
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ethics, and analyze the spaces of belonging, acceptance, displacement and exclusion in which 

Mouawad’s characters evolve. 

As Etienne Balibar highlights, it is the feeling of belonging that represents “the pivotal 

function played by the reference to the idea of country: a country, one’s country. Each 

individual is supposed to have his or her own country, which refers to membership as well as 

belonging.” (Balibar 210) Etymologically, exile comes from Latin ex(s)ilium147, meaning 

banishment from the native place, which emphasizes how crucial the places of origin and 

destination are. Diaspora, on the other hand, coming from Greek διασπορα, refers to dispersal 

or the act of displacement, focusing on how the movement interacts with the two places 

mentioned earlier. 

In the world we live in, haunted by the past, by violence, by crises that have always 

existed despite the label they have only recently been given, such as the immigrant and refugee 

crisis, the issue that remains in the background of care ethics, especially when History disrupts 

the framework of time and space in the performance, seems to go back to the notion of 

hospitality. This concept refers to the power relationship that is established between those who 

leave and those who receive, between those who are expelled and those who feel invaded, 

between those who seek a new home and those who already have one, between those who try 

to rebuild their lives elsewhere and those who have the power to say yes or no to them. Tracing 

the path of various themes dear to the artist - crossing linguistic borders, the relationship with 

alterity, the dynamics of power, the strength of the unspoken and the spoken word, the present 

haunted by the past - Mouawad's tetralogy shows that in/hospitality plays no small part. On the 

contrary, what the artist does, through the language and literary strategies he uses, is to 

articulate the tension engendered by in/hospitality, in the North American, European and the 

Mediterranean space. 

 
147 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, exil, https://cnrtl.fr/etymologie/exil 
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Not only poetic and touching, this cycle of performances also manages to move and 

challenge its audience both critically and ethically. Politically eloquent and intellectually 

stimulating for the world we live in, it addresses our identity as a society through the 

domination of the Anthropocene to which the previous chapter refers. In this tetralogy, I 

interpret the Anthropocene not as climate collapse, but rather our society’s abuse of nature’s 

hospitality. Furthermore, I also see it as the impact war and forced displacement had on the 

world we inherited, the world we survive in and leave our mark on, as well as the world we 

leave as a legacy to the young generations. Staging the state of the world creates the theatrical 

representation of the “Anthropo-Scène”148. Thus, I consider that care is negotiated in a specific 

space - the “Anthropo-Scène”- with attentiveness, responsibility and responsiveness. 

Analyzing the spatiality in which care is redefined and its stakes in the theatrical genre gives 

an insight into how care ethics is mapped out in Mouawad’s tetralogy. 

 

Littoral: aquatic spatiality, heterotopic spaces of in/hospitality and care for the Other 

Although the play was reworked and presented at the Festival d’Avignon in 1999, 

Littoral premiered in Montreal in 1997 and was performed a year later at the Festival 

Francophonies en Limousin, which marked the successful debut of the artist in France. 

Furthermore, it is the play Mouawad reworked during the pandemic, focusing on the urgency 

to present a performance that was relevant to a society in confinement, that struggled to coexist 

with the Other. This is also the reason why I chose to dedicate more space to this play in my 

thesis. 

Littoral tells the story of Wilfrid, the orphaned son who, in the middle of the night, 

receives a phone call: his father, whom he has never met, is at the morgue. It is up to his son to 

go there, recognize this unknown father and, caring for him, find a final resting place for the 

 
148 See Ellis. Anthropocene: A Very Short Introduction. and Jagodzinski. Interrogating the Anthropocene. 
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deceased. The son decides to bury him in his country of origin. What follows is not just a 

journey that takes the protagonist through a country ravaged by war, it is a journey that helps 

him find his identity, fumbling in the darkness of madness that only trauma can trigger. 

How does hospitality come into play in this story of a dysfunctional family? First of all, 

in order to delimit the sphere of hospitality, I interpret this term in the sense of the dynamics 

established between the host, the person who receives, and the guest, the person who is 

received, and therefore of the sociability that is established when welcoming someone into 

one's home, whether a stranger or not. Given the ties that develop between the characters, 

Littoral is a play that addresses the tension between in/hospitality on a broader, political scale 

of care ethics, envisaging hospitality as the care and protection offered to emigrants and 

refugees. 

This relationship to the hostility that lies behind hospitality is well developed in De 

l'hospitalité (1997), which shows that at the root of Jacques Derrida's reflection on the 

antinomy of the law/laws of hospitality are the two Latin derivations of hostis - host or enemy. 

My goal is to set Derrida’s rich analysis in dialogue with Mouawad's text, in order to focus on 

hospitality and its relationship to the stranger, whether host or enemy. “L’étranger (hostis) 

accueilli comme hôte ou comme ennemi. Hospitalité, hostilité, hostipitalité.” (Derrida, De 

l’hospitalité 45) The problem of in/hospitality in Littoral seems to develop around a space of 

hospitality, a space suspended between chez-soi and non-chez-soi, delimited by hostility and a 

lack of care. 

As Derrida points out, in hospitality “il s’agit toujours de répondre d’une demeure, de 

son identité, de son espace, de ses limites, de l’ethos en tant que séjour, habitation, maison, 

foyer, famille, chez-soi.” (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 133) From a structural point of view, the 

play's acts and scenes bear deictic titles that refer to a system of spatial and temporal location: 

“ici”, “hier”, “là-bas”, “l'Autre”, “chemin”, “littoral”. “Here” and “there” provide spatial and 
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enunciative information, but also cultural information. The question is no longer one of 

physical distance between the speaker and the space of reference, but of affective distance, of 

cultural belonging, because from an identity point of view, the protagonist is in-between, 

between here and there. Liminal spaces are essential to the establishment of hospitality, 

according to Derrida, who argues that “Pour constituer l’espace d’une maison habitable et d’un 

chez-soi, […] il faut livrer un passage à l’étranger.” (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 57-59) These 

adverbs hollow out a passage of lacunary deixis that becomes a practice of representation and 

care thanks to which the host carves a space for the guest marked by alterity. 

As Stuart Hall points out in Cultural Identity and Diaspora, “identities are the names 

we give to the different ways we are positioned by, and position ourselves within, the narratives 

of the past.” (Hall in Williams and Chrisman 225) In the play's incipit, the protagonist addresses 

a judge in absentia, positioning himself within a system of reference with which the audience 

could also identify: “hier encore je n’étais rien et du jour au lendemain, par la terreur des 

circonstances, je suis là, devant vous et vous me dites : racontez-moi un peu qui vous êtes 

comme si j’étais une histoire.” (Littoral 13) It is the inherited trauma that drives him to begin 

this journey of initiation; it is the past that the protagonist discovers and, in deciphering it, 

allows himself to be swallowed up by memories, stories told by family, myth, imagination and 

madness. “The past [...] is always constructed through memory, fantasy, narrative and myth. 

Cultural identities are the points of identification, the unstable points of identification or suture, 

which are made, within the discourses of history and culture. Not an essence but a positioning.” 

(Hall in Williams and Chrisman 226) The instability triggered by the discovery of identity takes 

the form of an initiatory journey for the protagonist, who is accompanied by this imaginary 

character embodied by the knight Guiromelan who provides him with care in a world 

indifferent to his suffering. 
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In this in-between space, the presence of this reference character in the Story of the 

Grail seems to be a symptom of the trauma inherited by the protagonist. The appearance of the 

knight, who shows care towards him, protects him and challenges him, becomes a defense 

mechanism and an opportunity for progress throughout the play. The Wilfried we see at the 

end of the play is an orphan of father, mother and, who knows, country too, but the stitches that 

hold this whole identity together are proof of his rite of passage, his awareness, his presence in 

the world. He is no longer the same; he positions himself by considering his past, his family, 

his language, the space in which he finds himself. He becomes what he is, the Other, in this 

liminal space created by personal trauma, in this Francophone space devastated by historical 

violence. 

The first scene takes place in the space called “ici”: in a flashback, Wilfrid recounts 

how the death of his unknown father was announced to him by telephone, placing the audience 

both in the young man's apartment and in front of the judge. As the son is prompted to show 

responsibility, therefore care, towards his deceased parent, he must identify the body of the 

unknown father, a task that becomes more painful than impossible. In the meantime, he cannot 

stay at home, nor can he “être quelque part ; je suis sorti pour trouver un ailleurs […] J’ai 

cherché partout un ailleurs mais je n’ai rien trouvé ; partout c’était toujours ici, et c’était crevant 

!” (Littoral 15) Wilfried's quest for an elsewhere, a place where he can escape an unbearable 

reality, leads him to a film set. This mise en abyme detaches him from the first space, and the 

dialogue between the director and the protagonist once again underlines the impact of the 

trauma and Wilfrid's positionality. “Le réalisateur. Marche, Wilfrid, et songe à celui que tu es 

en train de devenir ! Wilfrid. Justement ! J’aimerais tellement être encore celui que j’étais 

hier ! […] Si je pouvais marcher assez vite pour m’enfuir quelque part, courir, voler, m’envoler 

loin d’ici, loin de maintenant !” (Littoral 16-17) This obsession to escape “quelque part”, “loin 

d’ici” and above all “loin de maintenant” is the direct effect of the trauma. By bringing the film 
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crew into the play, Mouawad adds a meta-heterotopic layer to his theatrical universe that 

underlines how essential artivism is in the artist's consciousness today. 

The next space he shares with the judge and Chevalier Guiromelan is the peep-show 

club; in the morning, the film crew takes him to the morgue, where he meets the thanatologist; 

later, the employee, the agent and the salesman, all in the same space where a police station, a 

funeral home and a store are juxtaposed, as are the following dialogues: 

Wilfrid est dans deux bureaux et un magasin à la fois. 
Le préposé. Monsieur ? 
L’agent. Bonjour, monsieur ? 
Le vendeur. Monsieur désire ? 
Wilfried. On m’a dit de venir vous voir. On m’a dit de venir vous voir. J’ai besoin 
de vous voir. 
Le préposé. C’est à quel sujet ? 
L’agent. C’est à quel sujet ? 
Wilfrid. C’est pour les affaires de mon père. Pour mon père. Mon père. (Littoral 
31) 

 

The trauma seems to take hold of the geographical space as it is and fragment it, superimposing 

several layers, repeating certain sequences until the audience feels the protagonist's vertigo. 

The characters’ intervention in several places, in principle incompatible, can trigger the 

comedy of the situation, but it also increases the reader/spectator's sense of disorientation. In 

Le corps utopique, followed by Les Hétérotopies, Michel Foucault calls these “contre-espaces” 

“utopies localisées” (Foucault 24) lacking place, history or chronology. “(I)l serait bien 

impossible de relever la trace sur aucune carte ni dans aucun ciel, tout simplement parce qu’ils 

n’appartiennent à aucun espace. […] bref, c’est la douceur des utopies.” (Foucault 23) These 

are “hétéro-topies, (d)es espaces absolument autres” (Foucault 25) It is in these other, delirious 

spaces that the in/hospitality tension is played out. 

Derrida notes that “une réflexion sur l’hospitalité suppose, entre autres choses, la 

possibilité d’une délimitation rigoureuse des seuils ou des frontières : […] entre l’étranger et 

le non étranger […], mais d’abord entre le privé et le public.” (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 47) In 
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the absence of a clear delineation between private and public, foreign and non-foreign, as in a 

family where boundaries are blurred, tension is magnified. 

Wilfrid. J’aimerais que mon père soit enterré aux côtés de ma mère. […] Alors 
pourquoi mon père Ismail n’aurait pas le droit d’être enterré avec ma mère Jeanne ? 
[…] Combien de fois tu m’as raconté que sans ma mère tu n’étais rien, combien de 
fois vous m’avez raconté comment elle vous a aidés à fuir votre pays quand il y a 
eu la guerre, comment elle vous a aidés à vous installer ici, qu’elle a attendu que 
vous soyez tous mariés avant de se marier elle-même, combien de fois ? Il me 
semble que ce serait normal que vous lui rendiez aujourd’hui ce service, que 
l’homme qu’elle a aimé se retrouve avec elle à jamais dans le même endroit ! 
(Littoral 35-37) 

 

Within the same family, we can already see the me-you opposition taking shape, and it seems 

obvious that Wilfrid, in his “ici”, has never known the “là-bas”. His home is not the same as 

his family's homeland. The place of burial becomes a point of conflict. For Foucault, “le 

cimetière, […] est pour nous, dans notre expérience actuelle, l’exemple le plus évident de 

l’hétérotopie (le cimetière est absolument l’autre lieu).” (Foucault 26) This other place and its 

stake in the family history serve to destroy the seemingly hospitable atmosphere of the family 

that understands the loss of Wilfrid, and to render it inhospitable, as it already is beneath the 

surface. 

Oncle Emile. Eh bien, ton père c’était un salaud de la pire espèce, voilà ! […] Et 
moi vivant, jamais cet homme ne sera enterré avec notre sœur, voilà ! Je ne sais pas 
pourquoi on discute, parce qu’on aura beau discuter dix mille ans, ça ne changera 
rien, cet homme ne sera pas enterré dans le caveau familial. (Littoral 37-38) 

 

Despite his family's initial reassurance and support, Wilfrid finds himself alone, surrounded by 

his family’s indifference and lack of care, in a confusing, inhospitable space, facing a traumatic 

present, haunted by the past. His uncle's testimony hits him in the face: 

Oncle Emile. Ton père est l’assassin de ta mère ! Elle était trop fragile pour avoir 
un enfant, elle le savait, elle n’avait ni la constitution ni la santé ! Lorsqu’elle est 
tombée enceinte, il aurait fallu qu’elle se fasse avorter, mais il l’a obligée à garder 
l’enfant, il n’a pensé qu’à son orgueil en profitant de l’amour que ta mère avait 
pour lui pour la manipuler et lui faire croire que tout se passerait bien, il l’a 
convaincue de te garder, et quelques heures à peine après ta naissance, elle était 
morte. Et tu crois qu’il l’a regretté ? Tu crois qu’il a demandé pardon ? Tu crois 
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qu’il a pris ses responsabilités ? Il a tout abandonné et il est parti à travers le monde, 
t’envoyant de temps en temps une carte postale pendant que tes tantes, tes oncles, 
se tapaient l’entièreté de ton éducation. Tu comprends maintenant ? Depuis quand 
on enterre un assassin avec sa victime ?  
Silence. (Littoral 45-46) 

 

As we can see in this excerpt, this is a story of in/hospitality in which the family does not give 

Wilfrid permission to bury his deceased father in their family’s plot. The reason is the trauma 

that has shaped the decision, especially on the part of Uncle Emile, who has not been able to 

turn the page and forgive Ismail, who also suffered and experienced madness after the death of 

his wife. In the face of this disarming declaration, the only response that remains valid is 

silence. We, especially as audience members, feel the weight of this silence throughout the 

performance. The contrast created between the verbal exchanges and the silence is matched by 

the dynamism of the space, invaded by memories of “là-bas” and “hier”. 

This strategy of staging a heterotopia enables the artist to better represent the tension 

created by the in/hospitality relationship, whose rules of sociability are short-circuited within 

the domestic universe of a family. Heterotopia defies the rules of chronological and 

geographical logic, and theater is the perfect genre/space to facilitate the juxtaposition of these 

spatial layers. Before moving into the space called “là-bas”, Wilfrid learns about his family 

history through letters written by his father. 

Wilfrid ouvre une enveloppe. Une bombe explose. 
Wilfrid. Pendant la guerre, nous habitions au sixième étage d’un immeuble de huit. 
Le père. Au septième étage habitait la tante Marie, au troisième ton oncle Émile et 
les autres étages étaient occupés par des voisins que nous avions fini par connaitre 
à force de fréquenter le même abri qui était au sous-sol. 
Jeanne. Bonjour Lucie, c’est Jeanne / Il n’y a pas de bombardement aujourd’hui, 
chez toi ? / Je suis allée voir le médecin / Que je ne pouvais pas garder l’enfant. 
Bombe. 
Jeanne. Non, c’est un bombardement de routine. 
Bombe. 
Jeanne. Je ne peux pas garder l’enfant parce que je suis trop fragile / Parce que je 
suis trop fragile. 
Bombe.  
Jeanne. Nous descendons à l’abri ! / Je te rappelle après. 
Bombe. 
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Wilfrid ouvre une nouvelle envelope. (Littoral 53) 
 

The role of the letters, which in turn create a heterotopic space and prepare the young man for 

the journey, is also initiatory. They give him a glimpse of “là-bas”, one of the “hétérotopies qui 

semblent ouvertes, mais où seuls entrent véritablement ceux qui sont déjà initiés.” (Foucault 

33) However, despite trying to acquire competence and show attentiveness, Wilfrid is not 

initiated, and his alterity is clear from the first dialogue he has with Wazâân, the visually 

impaired man, when he arrives at his father's village “là-bas”. 

Wazâân. Qui es-tu ? 
Wilfrid. Je m’appelle Wilfrid. 
Wazâân. De quel village viens-tu ? 
Wilfrid. Je ne viens pas d’un village mais de loin. J’ai traversé un océan.  
Wazâân. […] Pardonne ma curiosité, mais on ne voit jamais d’étrangers par ici. 
Wilfrid. Je suis étranger, mais mon père vient de ce village. Il s’appelle Ismail. 
(Littoral 67) 

 

This time, Wilfrid is much more aware of his complex identity and chooses to position himself 

in that hybrid liminal space typical of diasporas or second-generation immigrants. 

Overwhelmed, the villagers refuse to welcome the deceased and his son: the cemetery is full 

of war victims, and there's no more room. 

Issam. Alors comme ça tu veux l’enterrer ici ? 
Ankia. Regarde ! Le cimetière est plein. Il n’y a plus aucune place.  
Simone. Arrêtez ! Je ne peux pas croire qu’il n’y a pas un lieu, au bout d’un champ, 
au milieu d’un terrain abandonné, où on ne trouvera pas une place !  
Issam. Elles sont réservées aux gens du village, pas aux étrangers !  
Simone. Ce n’est pas un étranger ! Il est né ici. Vous l’avez connu !  
Issam. Il a fui le pays. Il n’avait qu’à se faire enterrer là où il a fui. (Littoral 76-77) 

 

For a foreign audience unaccustomed to war or to certain legislation governing the procedural 

requirements for obtaining citizenship, this other space becomes a heterotopia. As he has been 

excommunicated by his wife's family, Ismail cannot be buried in the family vault, with his 

wife, in the country of adoption. In his own country of origin, he is treated like a foreigner, and 

so the community sends him back to the adoptive country. The host becomes a hostage in an 
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inhospitable, hostile space. The “là-bas” Wilfrid discovers is ravaged by war, traumatized by 

the ongoing violence perpetrated by the authorities, haunted by the specter of the dead. 

A bloodthirsty, monstrous former militia leader, Hakim dominates the region financially 

and politically. To find a burial place for his father, Wilfrid tries to get him to intervene. 

Hakim. Et vous êtes venus m’acheter un lieu de sépulture. 
Wilfrid. C’est oui ou c’est non ? 
Hakim. Le jeune homme est pressé… (Rire des autres) C’est oui ! Gratuitement ! 
[…] Mais avant j’aimerais savoir ce que je vais enterrer dans mon jardin ! Je 
voudrais voir le corps ! […] Magnifique ! Honorons cette maison : dansons avec le 
mort ! (Littoral 79-80) 

 

This fragment omits moments of terror, profanation, violence, rape and obscenity, and shows 

the sarcasm and brutality with which Hakim welcomes Wilfrid. The protagonist, raised in 

another society where the state, through its authorities, respects its role, is not used to surviving 

in his parents' country where the authorities are indifferent and hostile. If for him it is a yes/no 

question, for the locals, it is a negotiation and a demonstration of the power relationships that 

feed the tension of in/hospitality. It is not a hospitality scene, it is a nightmare that the villagers 

experience every minute of their lives, during which fragments of trauma overlap 

geographically and chronologically. 

The paradox is that having a corpse to bury and show care and responsibility for is a 

luxury one is not aware of: “Simone. Ce cadavre est en effet le cadavre de ton père et tu peux 

décider de l’enterrer où il te plaira. Mais réfléchis : nous tous ici n’avons plus nos parents.” 

(Littoral 104) In the world in which we live, as a result of conflicts, there are people who cannot 

bury their loved ones who have disappeared, like in Latin America after recent dictatorships, 

like in the Balkans and Eastern Europe after bloody revolutions, and like so many people who 

try to cross the Mediterranean in an inflatable boat, because the peril is safer than the firm 

ground they are leaving behind. 
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The woman who sings in the distance, throughout the acts “là-bas”, Simone is part of 

the community of orphans Wilfrid discovers on the other side of the ocean. Convinced that 

villagers do not have “le droit de refuser l’hospitalité aux morts !” (Littoral 76), she 

accompanies the protagonist on his quest for origins with her song that runs throughout the 

play, “A la croisée des chemins, il peut y avoir l'autre !” (Littoral 65) The refrains 

“Dringallovenezvotrepèreestmort” and “A la croisée des chemins, il peut y avoir l'autre !” 

punctuate moments of crisis in the characters' lives and give rhythm to the lines, linking 

personal history with collective History. Simone's singing accompanies the “journey”, the 

traumatic experience from here to there, like the lamentations of the mourners at funeral rites. 

It is with Simone, Joséphine, Sabbé, Massi and Amé, all strangers who know how to express 

care and show him what hospitality is, that Wilfrid finds a burial place for his father. 

Wilfrid. […] Je sais que mon père […], c’est un mort mort qui pourrit à vue d’œil, 
mais ce n’est pas grave. Je vais lui laver le corps, je vais lui nettoyer ses vêtements 
et on l’offrira aux vagues. On ne va pas l’enterrer, on va l’emmerrer. 
Massi. On va t’aider. (Littoral 123) 

 

Clinging to the soil of his homeland through the bags containing the names of his village's 

victims, Ismail gets “emmerré”. 

Il se trouve que les hétérotopies sont liées le plus souvent à des découpages 
singuliers du temps. Elles sont parentes, si vous voulez, des hétérochronies. Bien 
sûr, le cimetière est le lieu d’un temps qui ne s’écoule plus. […] En revanche, l’idée 
de tout accumuler, l’idée, en quelque sorte, d’arrêter le temps, ou plutôt de le laisser 
se déposer à l’infini dans un certain espace privilégié, l’idée de constituer l’archive 
générale d’une culture, la volonté d’enfermer dans un lieu tous les temps, toutes les 
époques, toutes les formes et tous les goûts, l’idée de constituer un espace de tous 
les temps, comme si cet espace pouvait être lui-même définitivement hors du 
temps, c’est la une idée tout à fait moderne : le musée et la bibliothèque sont des 
hétérotopies propres à notre culture. (Foucault 30) 

 

The community of orphans, recovering the names of their country's defunct, in turn, creates its 

own heterotopia, an archive where no name will be forgotten. The names of the victims of the 

Lebanese civil war constitute the collective aquatic archive of what is left of the local 
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community, while providing an enduring material where records are kept. By creating stable 

sources of knowledge that preserve material elements, the community creates an archive, as 

well as a repertoire, by reinforcing the performative memory based on the transmission of 

bodily, ephemeral practices. 

Furthermore, by performing the “emmerrement” and creating “embodied and archival 

memories” (Taylor 208) in Diana Taylor’s vision, they highlight the importance of 

transmission and testimony, making visible the traumatic past with which the community has 

been struggling. Recalling religious traditions of naming the dead to keep them alive in the 

memory of those who survived them, Mouawad incorporates the past into the present 

throughout his performance, pointing in the direction of a ritualistic function that can be 

interpreted as an act of care. The father is not buried following the Christian tradition, but he 

is suspended in the coastline, in an alternative space, in a sea/cemetery - nowadays, the space 

where many immigrants/refugees find themselves “emmerrés”. 

Throughout the play, the heterotopia as a backdrop resonates with the real world in which 

we live. Its function - to link the concepts of otherness and utopia - enables us to examine the 

in/hospitable space in all its dimensions, and to stage the tension caused by the refusal of 

hospitality within a family, between several generations of immigrants, as well as the refusal 

of hospitality on a political scale. The negation of the utopian topos only reinforces the 

existence of this space, a space rejected in media and cultural representation. 

From a dramaturgical point of view, Mouawad's vision of heterotopia enables the 

audience to understand this allegory (a figure of speech whose etymology has otherness at its 

origin), whose issue is the link between theatrical practice and commitment, in other words, 

artivism. The heterotopic universe does not have to exist on the map to have an overwhelming 

impact: even if it is an imaginary product of the socio-cultural reality of our “hier”, our 

“aujourd'hui” or the nightmarish vision of “demain”, placing a negotiation of hospitality within 
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this framework has the capacity to shake the audience and trigger another type of response on 

its part. The immediate effect in the physical space of the theater is powerful, but even more 

powerful is its delayed effect, as the heterotopic spaces in which Littoral tackles the subject of 

hospitality extend outside the theater. By the time Littoral's audience leaves the theater, thanks 

to the staging of an alternative space such as heterotopia, they already have a model of political 

and aesthetic spatial restructuring that enables them to rethink space, as they know it, in a 

communal space. 

In the heterotopic space offered by Littoral, the dynamic of in/hospitality also takes on 

a linguistic dimension, as there is an essential relationship established between hospitality, care 

for otherness and language. Drawing on Levinas's perspective, Derrida underlines the fact that 

“Cette question de la langue […] nous la retrouvions toujours impliquée, de milles façons, dans 

l’expérience de l’hospitalité. L’invitation, l’accueil, l’asile, l’hébergement passent par la langue 

ou par l’adresse à l’autre. Comme le dit d’un autre point de vue Levinas, le langage est 

hospitalité.” (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 119) As my analysis shows below, there is a 

combination of formal and informal registers, governed by emotion, in the scene in which 

Wilfrid takes the decision to repatriate his father's body. The protagonist has only one request 

for the judge. 

Wilfrid. Ma requête est simple, monsieur le juge. Je demande la permission de 
rapatrier le corps de mon père. Il est vrai que mon père n’est pas un chef d’Etat ni 
une personnalité d’importance civile, mais pour moi, ce serait une façon de 
réconcilier les morts avec les vivants. […] Mon père n’a pas vécu ici, son amour 
est là-bas, son bonheur est là-bas. Tout est prêt. J’irai au pays natal de mon père, 
jusqu’au village qui l’a vu naître, haut perché sur les montagnes, et je trouverai un 
lieu de repos pour son âme. (Littoral 62-63) 
 

This in-between register reflects the negotiation that is taking place at the level of identity and 

authority, as the son has the responsibility and burden of requesting legislative hospitality from 

the judge. Only this mediated hospitality can help him find a solution to the crisis he finds 

himself in, once his own family has refused him hospitality. 
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A scene in which hospitality is played out on a linguistic level is the one mentioned 

earlier, when Wilfrid arrives in his father's village and introduces himself to Wazâân. The 

conversation (Littoral 67) takes place in French, but the linguistic markers of the identity being 

negotiated underline the protagonist's otherness. In “ici”, the father was the Other; in “là-bas”, 

Wilfrid feels Other and claims this space as his father's homeland. For the villagers, both are 

the Other: Wilfrid for passing as Other, and the father for having left his homeland. However, 

the first scene in which language plays a key role is the family scene in which Wilfrid is refused 

the hospitality of burying his father with the other members of his family. 

Oncle Emile. Un salaud ! Et il vient, lui, ce petit abrouti, nous faire une leçon sur 
ce qu’on devrait faire pour remercier cette femme ! Mais tu ne l’as pas connue, 
alors ferme ta gueule ! Son père ! On dirait son père ! Il n’a même pas été foutu de 
t’apprendre l’accent du pays ! Tu parles comme un étranger, avec un accent 
étranger aux membres de ta famille ! (Littoral 39) 

 

In this scene, hospitality is negotiated through language, and the in-between state of the 

language spoken by the second generation to which the protagonist belongs is doomed to fail. 

His “other” accent is imputed to him like an accusation. Wilfrid, in the eyes of his family, is a 

foreigner and, in Derrida's words, “doit demander l’hospitalité dans une langue qui par 

définition n’est pas la sienne, celle que lui impose le maître de maison, l’hôte [...] Celui-ci lui 

impose la traduction dans sa propre langue, et c’est la première violence.” (Derrida, De 

l'hospitalité 21) This aggression short-circuits any request for care, attentiveness and 

hospitality. The language Wilfrid uses to ask for hospitality in his host country shows the 

hybridity of his origin; the language in which he asks his family for hospitality is inadequate; 

his language betrays his diasporic identity when he arrives in his father's village. What remains 

is the silence created by his innocence in the face of inherited trauma (“Wilfrid. Et moi, quelle 

histoire je pourrais raconter sinon celle des silences que tu m’as légués ?”, Littoral 101) or to 

find and create a hospitable language. 
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Simone's character is deeply moving, for what she utters in her madness, through her 

mantra, “A la croisée des chemins, il peut y avoir l’autre !” (Littoral 65), is the truth in which 

Wilfrid recognizes himself. This repetition establishes a liminal space of transformation and 

encounter, which reminds of Diéguez’s association of liminality149 with a breach triggered by 

a crisis, namely death, highly central in Mouawad’s performance. Given the ritualistic function 

of the repeated phrase, the encounter of these liminal characters with the Other represents a rite 

of passage associated with the crossing of a threshold. As they learn to care for one another, 

they create a “communitas” (Turner 94), a true anti-structure in which hierarchies are 

suspended and which responds to the uncaring and hostile authorities. It is in this community 

of orphans, united by and through grief, that Wilfrid will find the hospitable language that will 

enable him to make peace with his conscience. 

Out of sheer hopelessness, Wilfrid asks in vain for care and hospitality everywhere: 

from family members, villagers and the authorities absent from the lives of social categories 

such as his. He is constantly refused hospitality: a family burial plot in the host country is out 

of the question, and in his parents’ country of origin there is no possible burial place left. In 

this utopian situation, a kind of heterotopic huis clos, the only way out is to invent a new 

language and destroy the concept of burial ground in the Christian tradition. The protagonist 

chooses the sea as his “autre lieu” (Foucault), the other place of burial, hence the term 

“emmerrer” instead of “enterrer”. The Mediterranean region has witnessed the death of so 

many immigrants and refugees and, in today's context, it has become a sea/cemetery (Hakim 

Abderrezak calls it “The Mediterranean Seametery”): “Wilfrid. […] On ne va pas l’enterrer, 

on va l’emmerrer.” (Littoral 123) The inhospitable space for burial in the Christian tradition 

becomes the only option. To bring the father as close as possible to the bottom of the sea, the 

community of orphans finds a solution: the weights they find are the names of the village's 

 
149 See Diéguez. Escenarios liminales. 
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departed, their own community of victims of the civil war. However, even if the soul of the 

deceased does not find peace in the aquatic grave, its “burial” has the role of raising public 

awareness and showing the state of the world as the younger generations have inherited from 

the older generations, an anthropocenic, damaged and dysfunctional world our generation 

passes on to the future generations. 

In terms of register, the play is a poetic tour de force, touching the audience and shaking 

them out of their socio-historical amnesia. There are two scenes that mix a sometimes vulgar, 

sometimes brutal register, at the beginning of the “ici” and at the beginning of the “là-bas”, in 

terms of politicized space. The first incipit scene recounts how the protagonist was told that his 

father had passed away. The actor's performance elicits laughter from the audience, and his 

way of recounting such terrible news as the death of a loved one borrows a familiar register. 

Wilfrid. J’étais au lit avec une déesse dont le nom m’échappe, Athéna ou Héléna 
et ça n’a pas d’importance d’autant qu’elle ne se souvenait pas plus du mien. On 
baisait et c’était formidable. Je l’ai appelée Françoise, Chantal, Claudine, Marie et 
Ursule ; elle m’a appelé William, Julien, John, Moustafa et Jean-Claude, elle m’a 
appelé aussi Gérard et Germain et c’était bon. Cette fille avait un cul comme je 
n’en avais encore jamais tenu un, pourtant, des culs, monsieur le juge, j’en ai tenu 
beaucoup. C’est vous dire le cul. Je ne veux pas insister sur les détails parce que ce 
n’est pas le lieu, mais c’est important que vous sachiez qu’à cet instant je tirais la 
baise de ma vie ! C’était bon, c’était gourmand, c’était cochon, c’était écœurant ! 
et quand j’ai joui, j’ai joui en même temps que le téléphone avec l’impression de 
décharger de trois sonneries ; alors sans prendre la peine ni de réfléchir ni de me 
retirer, sexe à sexe, j’ai décroché ! Il y en a qui ne croient pas au destin, je ne les 
envie pas, car de toutes les façons, moi non plus je n’y crois pas mais un coup de 
téléphone à trois heures du matin ça reste un coup de téléphone à trois heures du 
matin et ce coup-là, juste au moment de l’éjaculation, m’annonçant la mort de mon 
père, si ce n’est pas le destin, qu’est-ce que c’est bordel ? Quels sens 
Dringallovenezvotrepèreestmort ça peut avoir sinon ? (Littoral 14-15) 

 

This traumatizing piece of news comes at a moment of total spatio-temporal detachment. The 

transgression that Littoral proposes at the very start of the play, through its quasi-parodic 

register, in its ambiguity, can feed the tension of in/hospitality: on the one hand it can express 

hostility, on the other the familiarity of this relaxed language can facilitate the spectators' sense 

of feeling at home. Because it is a bitter-sweet type of humor, the shock is less harsh when seen 
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in context. This register breaks down the formal – informal, elite-non-elite wall and facilitates 

access not only to the art, but to a harsh historical topic to which it is otherwise difficult to gain 

access. Wilfrid admits that for some topics he chooses to approach it is not the right place, but 

I wonder: what would be the right place to talk about war, violence, rejection, fear, pain, 

trauma, loneliness, injustice - all themes that the in/hospitality tension implies? 

In the second scene, which recounts a sexual act, the audience sees themselves in a 

different situation, as they are dealing with Hakim, the man in control of the village, the 

stereotypical upper-class political representative. This scene (when Wilfrid is received into his 

father's village) no longer elicits laughter from the audience; on the contrary, the contrast it 

triggers only reinforces the humiliation the villagers must feel, a feeling caused by the local 

abuse and the global indifference. 

Wajdi Mouawad politicizes stage space through in/hospitality in order to denounce the 

abuses taking place in his homeland. In the context of forced hospitality, then, we can envisage 

a subversive approach to Western discourse against the Other and refugees, as well as a 

subversive approach to the demonization of the Other as an external oppressive intervention. 

In addition, it identifies linguistic identity markers that situate the play in contemporary 

Canada. We could also add humorous cultural markers, which inscribe the play in the migrant 

Francophone world: the comedic approach to a painful past is not universal, it is rather cultural 

and, furthermore, it could demonstrate a “ludic postcolonial condition” (Anderson 171). 

In other words, Mouawad has this language inscribed in his “surconscience 

linguistique” (Gauvin, Langagement 8)150, and in turn he inscribes this piece in an act of 

committed language, an act of “langagement” (i.e., his cultural commitment mediated by 

 
150 Gauvin proposes this terminology to express the desire to question the nature of language, in opposition to an 
attributed essentialism. 
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language)151, Gauvin, Langagement 12), to use Lise Gauvin's two key notions. As Warwick 

Anderson so aptly points out, this is “the postcolonial logic of contamination. Since no one is 

immune to the obscenity and vulgarity of postcolonial domination, everyone is implicated.” 

(Anderson 172) Mouawad's artistic strategy is to use this logic of contamination not as a 

systemic guilt, but as a catalyst for dramatic care and hospitality, and to sensitize his audience 

through an ethics of care and hospitality of language. 

The immediate reaction that theater provokes can draw spectators out of amnesia and 

global indifference to hospitality towards Others. In this way, we might envisage the hospitable 

conditions of a community created by the theater. Although spectators may leave the theater, 

the performance has achieved its objective - theater grips you through its visceral power. This 

global indifference to hospitality towards Others can be defeated by the immediate reaction 

that theater provokes, in the collective spirit of a community that theater creates, even if only 

for the duration of a performance. Hospitality is performative, while the theater experience 

becomes a representation of hospitality: as a spectator, you are received into a space whose 

threshold you must cross. One is cordially invited to share the foyer with other theatergoers, 

and to respect the conventions of the host, in the theatrical space. This is not forced hospitality, 

but conditioned and conditional, just as it is for the troupe, at once invited to perform, host to 

an artistic project, and held hostage by the artistic pact for the duration of the play. Using the 

metaphor of keys, Derrida emphasizes: 

C’est comme si l’étranger détenait les clés. C’est toujours la situation de l’étranger, 
aussi en politique, que celle de venir comme un législateur faire la loi et libérer le 
peuple ou la nation en venant du dehors, en entrant dans la nation ou dans la maison, 
dans le chez-soi qui le laisse entrer après avoir fait appel à lui. C’est comme si […] 
l’étranger, donc, pouvait sauver le maître et libérer le pouvoir de son hôte ; c’est 
comme si le maître était, en tant que maitre, prisonnier de son lieu et de son pouvoir, 
de son ipséité, de sa subjectivité (sa subjectivité est otage). C’est donc bien le 
maitre, l’invitant, l’hôte invitant qui devient l’otage – qui l’aura toujours été en 
vérité. (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 109-111) 

 
151 “Langagement” is defined as the linguistic dimension of a text and the writer's attitude to the language in 
which he writes. 
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Furthermore, the theater as a hospital space is ambiguously public and private. It represents a 

space for encountering the Other (hospes/hostis), with whom the audience must learn to live 

together during the performance, without violating the code, or even ritual, of hospitality. The 

audience inhabits and lets itself be inhabited by the dramaturgical universe, by this “théâtre 

invisible de l’hospitalité” (Derrida, De l’hospitalité 99). 

Foucault declares it a heterotopia: “En général, l’hétérotopie a pour règle de juxtaposer 

en un lieu réel plusieurs espaces qui, normalement, seraient, devraient être incompatibles. Le 

théâtre, qui est une hétérotopie, fait succéder sur le rectangle de la scène toute une série de 

lieux étrangers.” (Foucault 28-29) The juxtaposition of several spaces - the host 

country/Canada, the country of origin/Lebanon, the path between the two universes - in one 

real space - the theater, is a mechanism whose aim is destabilization. Once the text attracts the 

attention of the reader/spectator, Littoral disorients him/her through the heterotopic layers of 

the piece. Like the neo-Canadian protagonist whose origins are rooted in a distant Middle East, 

the audience is disoriented: through the tension created by in/hospitality in a politicized space, 

the play aims to raise awareness among its audience. 

This literary strategy of staging and performing heterotopia, allows the audience firstly 

to explore the multiple possibilities that the stage space offers, and secondly to play with 

metaphors and the very issue of theatrical space that can intervene in the community. If the 

audience can destroy its way of thinking about space, if they can reconstruct metaphorical space 

and rethink it, that gives them the opportunity to rethink space in its socio-political dimensions, 

outside the theater. To create empathy in a world in vital need of what makes it human, staging 

a heterotopia allows the audience to see, for the duration of a performance, the more or less 

imagined reality of the world we live in. This space devastated by war is no longer the theater 

where the audience went to see a show, no longer Mouawad's Lebanon, but it can become in 
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the audience's imagination what the victims of war and political conflict have felt in Eastern 

Europe, Latin America or modern-day Syria. Heterotopia triggers an awakening because it 

resonates with the real world in which society justifies refusing hospitality. 

In Theatre's Heterotopias: Performance and the Cultural Politics of Space which 

explores many aspects of heterotopia in contemporary English-speaking theater, Joanne 

Tompkins argues that “heterotopia cannot directly intervene literally in the actual world. 

Rather, it affords glimpses of what might be; the transitoriness of such glimpses matters little.” 

(Tompkins 8) However, artivism has the capacity to create empathy and push the audience to 

rethink the past, as well as the present they are living and, inevitably, the future. The author 

maintains that “Heterotopic theater that is engaged politically – and aesthetically – offers a 

model for (re)fashioning the present and the future.” (Tompkins 8), but the heterotopic 

approach aims, apart from this “other” model of socio-cultural structuring, the destruction of 

the theater as a “non-place”152and its reconstruction as a community space. 

For a contemporary audience accustomed, almost immune, to media violence, trauma 

and terror, theater can be a transitional space to which the audience does not attach during a 

performance; from a Brechtian point of view, this “verfremdungseffekt” (effect of distancing 

or alienation) helps the audience to better understand the political, social or moral message of 

the performance, by distancing it from its own emotional involvement. However, Mouawad 

attempts to destabilize the audience and transform its passivity into attentiveness, 

responsiveness and care, to re-establish theater as a space for meeting the Other and to teach 

the audience how to live with this Other. It turns the spectator into a spect-actor, able to use 

the agency with which they are invested. Interpreting heterotopia on stage is an artistic strategy 

aimed at destabilizing theater as a “non-place”, a non-space detached from the identity of the 

 
152 See Augé. “Retour sur les « non-lieux »”. 
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audience, its relationships and its history, and transforming it into this which it represents by 

default, a humanized space of encounter and care. 

Mouawad’s care for diasporic and exilic identities draws on the politicization of space 

and the ways in which History disrupts the places in which the performances are set. The 

feeling of belonging is intricately thought of through the lens of care which provides 

attentiveness, responsibility and responsiveness for the Other. In Littoral, the places of origin 

and adoption are at the core of care and hospitality, especially as the heterotopic space by 

default, the cemetery, the family tomb or the place where one’s ancestors are buried defines 

one’s identity. As such, the place I am from is the place where my family is buried. In an 

unnamed war-torn country that makes the audience imagine Lebanon, it is, however, the 

friendship between some “personnages brisés par une histoire collective mondiale” (Rubira 

145) that saves blood ties, similar to Incendies. 

 

Incendies: heritage, scorched land and the geography of trauma  

Focusing on a the same intrafamilial quest for origins and the responsibility to bury 

one’s parents, Incendies was written in 2002 and premiered a year later. Similar to Littoral, the 

protagonists are originally from the Middle East and based in the Canadian diaspora: following 

their mother’s death, the twins Simon and Jeanne Marwan receive her will that urges them to 

return to their homeland in order to find out the whereabouts of their father and brother. 

Researching their heritage and origins, they try to respect Nawal’s last wishes, despite 

discovering atrocious truths and ending up in a country ruined by war. 

At the beginning of the play, the testament’s executor, Hermile Lebel, reads Nawal’s 

will to her children: Hermile Lebel receives her pen, while Jeanne gets her green jacket with 

number 72 on the back and Simon her red notebook. However, the inheritance comes with a 
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condition: Nawal can only be buried with a tombstone if Jeanne delivers a letter to her father 

and Simon delivers a letter to his brother. 

Emmenez les jumeaux 
Enterrez-moi toute nue 
Enterrez-moi sans cercueil 
Sans habit, sans écorce 
Sans prière 
Et le visage tourné vers le sol. 
Déposez-moi au fond d’un trou, 
Face première contre le monde. 
En guise d’adieu, 
Vous lancerez sur moi 
Chacun 
Un seau d’eau fraîche. 
Puis vous jetterez la terre et scellerez ma tombe. […] 
Aucune pierre ne sera posée sur ma tombe 
Et mon nom gravé nulle part. […] 
Lorsque ces enveloppes auront été remises à leur destinataire 
Une lettre vous sera donnée 
Le silence sera brisé 
Et une pierre pourra alors être posée sur ma tombe 
Et mon nom sur la pierre gravé au soleil. (Incendies 17-19) 

 

The anonymity of the grave highlights how profound Nawal’s last wish is, as if her identity 

depended on the elucidation of the ancestral secret and the revelation of truth. The executor 

defines the will in care ethics terms, as successors’ responsibility: “Hermile Lebel. […] C’est 

étrange et bizarre mais c’est nécessaire. Je veux dire que ça reste un mal nécessaire.” (Incendies 

15) The strangeness of the last wishes revolves around the complexity of the condition 

imposed, as the siblings have never been to their mother’s country of origin, nor do they know 

their father and other sibling. Confronted with their mother’s death, Jeanne follows her instinct 

and understands that they need to get to the bottom of the request, while Simon breaks down 

in Quebecois, which reflects not only their cultural identity as Neo-Canadians, but also his 

frustration: 

Simon. […] Faire son testament ! Son câlisse de testament ! […] Je vais pas 
pleurer ! Je vous jure que je vais pas pleurer ! […] On s’en crisse-tu, tabarnak ! On 
s’en crisse-tu qu’elle soit morte ! (Incendies 20-21) 
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On the one hand, the son rejects the responsibility he has to show as a successor, given that his 

mother neglected them when they were young. His explosive and injurious language makes 

proof of the fact that he has not been able to process what has been going on, he is in a true 

crisis and slang is his own form of self-care. Jeanne tries to help him come to terms with their 

mother’s passing and encourages him to fulfill their duty together, but the only response she 

gets is Simon’s anger. In order to calm down, he goes to train for a boxing match at the gym, 

while Jeanne teaches math in a lecture theater, these two spaces overlapping in a heterotopic 

space. 

Jeanne. […] Essayez de dessiner le polygone. 
Gong. Simon attaque aussitôt et boxe dans les mains de son entraîneur. 
Ralph. T’es pas là, t’es pas concentré ! 
Simon. Ma mère est morte ! 
Ralph. Justement ! La meilleure façon de t’en sortir c’est de gagner ton prochain 
combat ! Alors lève-toi ! Et frappe ! Tu n’y arriveras pas sinon ! 
Jeanne. Vous n’y arriverez pas. Toute la théorie des graphes repose essentiellement 
sur ce problème pour l’instant impossible à résoudre. Or, c’est cette impossibilité 
qui est belle. 
Gong de fin d’entraînement. (Incendies 29) 

 

Apart from this heterotopic setting, times and spaces constantly switch and overlap throughout 

the play, just like in Littoral, aiming to disorient the audience and prompt them to focus on the 

plot. In a flashback, teenager Nawal is pregnant with Wahab’s baby, but her family forces her 

to give her son away. Out of motherly care, she promises her child to find him one day, that 

she will always love him no matter what and, a line repeated throughout the play, “Nawal. 

Maintenant que nous sommes ensemble, ça va mieux.” (Incendies 37), a line that suggests a 

collective sense of care for the family and the community. 

Seeing Nawal disoriented and shattered by the separation from her child and lover, the 

grandmother makes her promise to learn how to write so that one day she can write her name, 

Nazira, on the funeral stone: “Nazira. […] apprends à lire, apprends à écrire, apprends à 

compter, apprends à parler. Apprends. C’est ta seule chance de ne pas nous ressembler. 
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Promets-le-moi ! [….] Apprends à lire, à écrire, à compter, à parler : apprends à penser. Nawal. 

Apprends.” (Incendies 41-42) The grandmother’s intervention surrounds the hurting 

protagonist with care by encouraging her to educate herself and, therefore, emancipate herself 

and become independent, so that she can escape the cycle of violence that irreversibly and 

inevitably could continue to impact her life. After she finishes her studies, she returns to the 

village and becomes friends with Sawda who asks her to teach her to read and write. In the 

future, due to their education, men will even accuse them of putting ideas in people’s heads 

(“elles écrivent et mettent des idées dans la tête des gens”, Incendies 80) because knowledge 

makes the two women dangerous as it empowers them. 

Nawal. Aleph, bé, tâ, szâ, jîm, hâ, khâ… 
Sawda. Aleph, bé, tâ, szâ, jîm, hâ, khâ… (Incendies 54) 

 

Practicing the alphabet together, the young women redefine female solidarity as collective care, 

the same reasoning that makes Jeanne resonate with her mother’s request. Back in the present, 

trying to respect the condition imposed by her mother, Jeanne goes to the hospice in which she 

lived to inquire about her mother’s last days and finds out that her caretaker recorded her: 

Jeanne. On l’entend respirer. 
Simon. Tu écoutes du silence !… 
Jeanne. C’est son silence […] Il y a quelque chose dans le silence de ma mère que 
je veux comprendre, que MOI, je veux comprendre ! (Incendies 54-55) 

 

Jeanne’s care for her mother goes beyond affect, it goes to the root of the dysfunctional family 

they had, the trauma that engendered that silence and indifference among them. 

Simon seems to believe that oblivion is the only solution that can preserve their self-

care (“Simon (au téléphone). Jeanne ! Jeanne, je n’ai plus que toi. Jeanne, tu n’as plus que moi. 

On n’a pas le choix que d’oublier ! Rappelle-moi, Jeanne, rappelle-moi !”, Incendies 73), while 

Jeanne’s progressive sense of care pushes her to travel to the Middle East to find out why their 

mother chose to remain silent all those years. By carefully listening to her mother’s silence, 
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Jeanne learns to listen to the Other as well, rediscovering the alterity of the place that is their 

birthplace (“Jeanne. Allô, Simon, c’est Jeanne. Je t’appelle du village natal de maman. Écoute. 

Écoute les bruits du village.”, Incendies 79). Following each little clue, she traces her mother’s 

steps and finds out that she was preoccupied with a series of trials at the international criminal 

court, related to the war that ravaged the country (Incendies 58). The “là-bas” Jeanne discovers 

had not changed much since her mother was there and is similar to Wilfrid’s experience. 

Tracking down a doctor who knew the Kfar Rayat Orphanage, described as “en enfer” 

(Incendies 79), where her mother lived, Jeanne finds a ruined place where the Anthropocene 

has left its mark. 

Le médecin. Pour se venger. Il y a deux jours, les miliciens ont pendu trois 
adolescents réfugiés qui se sont aventurés en dehors des camps. Pourquoi les 
miliciens ont-ils pendu les trois adolescents ? Parce que deux réfugiés du camp 
avaient violé et tué une fille du village de Kfar Samira. Pourquoi ces deux types 
ont-ils violé cette fille ? Parce que les miliciens avaient lapidé une famille de 
réfugiés. Pourquoi les miliciens l’ont-ils lapidée ? Parce que les réfugiés avaient 
brûlé une maison près de la colline du thym. Pourquoi les réfugiés ont-ils brûlé la 
maison ? Pour se venger des miliciens qui avaient détruit un puits d’eau foré par 
eux. Pourquoi les miliciens ont détruit le puits ? Parce que des réfugiés avaient 
brûlé une récolte du côté du fleuve au chien. Pourquoi ont-ils brûlé la récolte ? Il y 
a certainement une raison, ma mémoire s’arrête là, je ne peux pas monter plus haut, 
mais l’histoire peut se poursuivre encore longtemps, de fil en aiguille, de colère en 
colère, de peine en tristesse, de viol en meurtre, jusqu’au début du monde. 
(Incendies 61) 

 

The doctor’s series of spiraling questions point out how little sense this war makes to outsiders, 

yet what a colossal impact it has on the locals’ lives, where the history imprinted on the 

geography of the region rules the law of causality. The atrocities the questions revolve around 

describe in a few words the brutality of a war that leaves behind not only human casualties, but 

also an ecocide and epigenetic trauma. In front of these unbearable horrors, the witness’s 

memory stops at what he has direct knowledge of, although the conflict goes back several 

generations, like the trauma that originates in the history of the region or the beginning of time. 

In this context dominated by senseless violence and brutality, Sawda and Nawal, the two 
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women whose only coping mechanism is writing or singing, find themselves integrating a 

resistance movement because “la mort peut être contemplée avec indifference” (Incendies 84) 

by the complicitous authorities, therefore they choose to concentrate their attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence and responsiveness toward making a change in the world around 

them. 

Sawda. Alors on fait quoi ? On fait quoi ? On reste les bras croisés ! On attend ? 
On comprend ? On comprend quoi ? On se dit que tout ça, ce sont des histoires 
entre des abrutis et que ça ne nous concerne pas ! Qu’on reste dans nos livres et 
notre alphabet à trouver ça […]« Joli. Beau. Intéressant. Extraordinaire » sont des 
crachats au visage des victimes. Des mots ! A quoi ça sert, les mots, dis-moi, si 
aujourd’hui je ne sais pas ce que je dois faire ! (Incendies 86-87) 

 

What Sawda is hinting at is the crushing indifference and lack of care toward the conflict in 

the region manifested by first-world countries as if such violence is justified in third-world 

countries. Educated members of society simply find it intellectually stimulating, yet the 

adjectives they attribute to the appalling conflict are yet another humiliation that the locals feel, 

exhausted by the political situation, hurt and terrified. The very same words that emancipated 

them and empowered them turned them into educated beings, fully aware of the events 

surrounding them yet powerless. 

Thus, driven by a sense of justice and care for the community, they decide to take action, 

no matter the degree of violence that implies. After killing the leader of the militia, Sawda loses 

her life and Nawal gets imprisoned. In prison, Nawal wears the jacket that has the number 72 

on the back and, taking over Sawda’s coping mechanism, she sings even when she is raped by 

Abou Tarek. Following Nawal’s testimony written in the red notebook, Simon decides to join 

Jeanne in their mother’s country of origin and discovers that they were not born in Canada, but 

in prison: the twins are Sarwane et Jannaane (Incendies 99), product of the rape their mother 

suffered in prison and, what is even more horrifying, Abou Tarek is Nawal’s son, Nihad, their 

father and brother (“Ton frère est ton père.”, Incendies 124). As Nihad reads the letters Nawal 
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addressed him, the audience is back in the heterotopic space delimited by stage directions in 

which all three generations are present: “Nawal (15 ans) accouche de Nihad. Nawal (45 ans) 

accouche de Jeanne et Simon. Nawal (60 ans) reconnaît son fils. Jeanne, Simon et Nihad sont 

tous trois ensemble dans la même pièce.” (Incendies 125) Reunited in this liminal space, the 

characters are confronted with the raw truth that the quest for origins led to. 

After having understood their responsibility and after having carried out the tasks their 

mother imposed as a condition, the twins can write Nawal’s name on the tombstone and receive 

one last letter that expresses their mother’s posthumous care. 

Nawal. Simon,  
Est-ce que tu pleures ? 
Si tu pleures ne sèche pas tes larmes 
Car je ne sèche pas les miennes. 
L’enfance est un couteau planté dans la gorge 
Et tu as su le retirer. 
A présent, il faut réapprendre à avaler sa salive. 
C’est un geste parfois très courageux. 
Avaler sa salive. 
A présent, il faut reconstruire l’histoire. 
L’histoire est en miettes.  
Doucement 
Consoler chaque morceau 
Doucement 
Guérir chaque souvenir  
Doucement 
Bercer chaque image. 
 
Jeanne, 
Est-ce que tu souris ? 
Si tu souris ne retiens pas ton rire 
Car je ne retiens pas le mien. 
C’est le rire de la colère 
Celui des femmes marchant côte à côte […] 
Vous avez ouvert l’enveloppe, vous avez brisé le silence 
Gravez mon nom sur la pierre 
Et posez la pierre sur ma tombe. 
Votre mère. 
Simon. Jeanne, fais-moi encore entendre son silence. 
Jeanne et Simon écoutent le silence de leur mère. Pluie torrentielle. (Incendies 130-
132 
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Nawal’s last letter gives her children one more lesson about how to deal with life: crying or 

expressing their feelings, smiling or ironically defying adversity, starting anew and moving 

forward (swallowing saliva), coping with trauma (under the metaphor of a knife stuck in the 

throat) that she inevitably passes on to them, reconstructing history and breaking the silence, 

letting the truth come out. Triggered by the responsibility of filiation, the twins’ journey is 

directed by their “conscience d’un héritage” (Viart, Le récit 85), a familial determinism that 

pushes them to honor the deceased’s last wishes, while intertwining their personal quest for the 

identity of the community of origin. 

Addressing an issue related to familial and historical continuity, in The Crisis of Culture 

Hannah Arendt emphasizes the importance of a last will and testament in the successors’ quest 

for origins: 

Le testament, qui dit à l’héritier ce qui sera légitimement sien, assigne un passé à 
l’avenir. Sans testament ou, pour élucider la métaphore, sans tradition – qui choisit 
et qui nomme, qui transmet et conserve, qui indique où les trésors se trouvent et 
quelle est leur valeur –, il semble qu’aucune continuité dans le temps ne soit 
assignée et qu’il n’y ait, par conséquent, humainement parlant, ni passé ni futur, 
mais seulement le devenir éternel du monde et en lui le cycle biologique des êtres 
vivants. (Arendt, La crise 21) 

 

Following this angle, the twins use the testament as a starting point that guides and helps them 

explore their past in order to understand their present and cope with the future. The past weighs 

heavily on the heirs’ shoulders, given the trauma they inherited from their parents. 

Mouawad’s performances at this point in his career have been qualified as tragic, yet not 

historical: “Son théâtre, intensément tragique, ne peut être qualifié d’historique.” (Traversier 

550-553) However, inspired by the historical context of the Middle East, Mouawad is interested 

in letting the truth come out by means of fiction because, in Charlotte Farcet’s words, he “ne 

s’intéresse pas aux personnages historiques mais aux anonymes” (Incendies 158). In the 

documents preceding the performance, Mouawad describes his creative process and mentions 

the historical events that are at the core of the play; yet what drove the project was his 
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attentiveness to the socio-historical context and an inner responsibility, out of care and 

solidarity with his community of origin. 

Au point de départ, il est question de l’occupation du Sud-Liban par l’armée 
israélienne. Plus précisément de la prison du Sud-Liban ou des milliers de Libanais 
furent torturés par des bourreaux libanais travaillant à la solde de l’armée 
israélienne[…] C’est un fait historique qui me plonge dans une tempête émotive, 
intellectuelle et éthique complexe[…] Je me dois d’en parler, question de 
conscience, de solidarité peut-être […] Or, ne voulant pas, ou ne pouvant pas parler 
et, à la limite, n’étant pas intéressé à en parler de manière directe, j’ai eu plutôt la 
pulsion d’aborder la question de manière sensible. L’événement politique de 
l’invasion israélienne ne sera donc pas apparent. Il est plus que souterrain, il est en 
moi, comme un gouffre qui doit se transformer en cri. Le projet, c’est le cri. Ce cri. 
Cet événement est donc le déclencheur. (Incendies 151) 

 

Unable to approach the creative project through an explicit identification of the countries, 

regions and real spaces on which History left its print, the artist uses heterotopic spaces which 

resonate with the anthropocenic realities of the Middle East, which, although not historically 

accurate, would express the vulnerability, solidarity and sense of care that the artist feels for 

his own country of origin. 

 

Forêts: family trees, filiation and the arborescent interstices of care  

The third play of the Mouawadian tetralogy continues to explore traces of History, yet 

the artist’s work recorded a change towards the transnational development in terms of 

geolocation. Delving into the creative process of Forêts153, written in 2005 and presented a 

year later, the artist notices that his writing, haunted by themes revolving around the Lebanese 

civil war, is dominated by repetition (“sans être la même histoire, Incendies racontait la même 

chose que Littoral.”, Forêts 10). However, what drove the process forward was his care and 

 
153 Caring about the feedback received and the audience’s response, the printed version of the play went through 
a round of changes following the feedback received from the audience, which is a unique aspect that, unlike 
other genres, impacts texts meant for the stage. 
“Voici le texte de Forêts dans l’état où il se trouvait après une quarantaine de représentations menées l’hiver 
2006. J’ai souhaité l’éditer après un certain nombre de soirs de spectacles pour avoir la possibilité de continuer à 
apporter au texte les modifications que j’ai été poussé à faire après avoir écouté les spectateurs écouter le 
spectacle.” (Forêts 12) 
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desire to explore origins by means of individual and collective memory or what he calls the 

“conviction de la nécessité des origines et de l’héritage.” (Forêts 10) Echoing the historical 

context of the 20th and 21st centuries in France and Canada, the play mentions the countries 

where the historical events take place and focuses on Loup’s intrafamilial quest for origins, 

which explores the family tree of five generations of women whose lives were shattered by 

war. 

Referencing the Franco-Prussian War (1870), the First World War and the Second 

World War, as well as the fall of the Berlin Wall (1989), the play was inspired by a trip to the 

Ardennes, a region that carries a collective memory of the wars: “Le 9 novembre ne coïncidera 

pas qu’avec la chute du mur, il coïncidait déjà avec la Nuit de Cristal : synagogues brûlées, 

maisons détruites, juifs allemands tués, blessés, déportés !” (Forêts 19) This incipit marks the 

intrusion of History into the present or the invasion of the intimate by the collective, while the 

timelines and geolocation of the memories keep interweaving, aiming to articulate 

intergenerational trauma. As the stage directions suggest (for instance, rain in 2006, 1943 

and1873), nature and weather dominate the relation between deranged temporality and 

anthropocenic space in the juxtaposed scenes taking place in Alsace and the Ardennes (1872-

1917), France (1940-1943), as well as Canada (1989-2006). These constant shifts in time and 

space allow the characters to be in the same place (e.g. Metz) in two different decades or in a 

place marked by alterity (the Ardennes Forest in the past or Montreal in the present), which 

represents an insight into ancestral memory and a transgression of the audience’s expectation 

of linear temporality and spatiality. In the performance, the same prop can be used for a meal, 

a discussion, giving birth or dying, which is an effect augmented by the disintegration of the 

spatial and temporal frame that allows several generations to coexist, despite their impossible 

encounter. 
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One interference that destabilizes the linear plot of this “polyphonie temporelle” 

(Eigenmann 108) is the epileptic seizures of Aimée (Forêts 20, 24, 40, 60), Loup’s mother, 

which short-circuit the flow of the dialogues together with the simultaneous interventions of 

Lucien Blondel, soldier in WWI, that constantly reset the plot to 1917 (Forêts 22). Deserting, 

he runs away from the army and takes refuge in the Ardennes Forest (Forêts 42), to which the 

title makes reference. Hinting at the anthropocenic mark the war leaves on the environment, as 

well as the traumatic scar entire generations struggle with, Lucien underlines the main source 

of conflict that senselessly ravages the borders: “Lucien. Comment « quelle guerre » ? Celle 

qui gronde là-bas […] Pas l’orage, mais les tranchées, des hommes qui meurent, qui meurent 

pour rien par centaines, par milliers, par centaines de milliers des deux côtés du front, Français 

comme Allemands, et c’est de plus en plus terrible et partout le pays flambe !” (Forêts 42) 

Although according to Charlotte Farcet in the afterword Mouawad is not deeply tied to 

European history despite having lived in Paris during childhood (Forêts 171), it is the 

conflictual dynamics established at the border between France and Germany that reminds him 

of the Middle East (“La haine franco-allemande qui si longtemps a ravagé l’Europe rappelle à 

Wajdi Mouawad le Moyen-Orient”, Forêts 169). Borders represent not only political barriers 

that problematize the geographical space, but also boundaries of care and spaces of identity, 

alterity and cultural negotiation. 

Whenever Aimée has a seizure, fractions of memories recorded by the soldier appear 

to disorient her: the diagnosis she receives points out to a foreign body, a teratoma, similar to 

a fossilized embryo due to the cannibalization of a twin fetus whose remains are found to be 

causing her seizures and brain cancer. Being pregnant with Loup and having to go through a 

round of chemo, she initially decides to have an abortion, a decision she changes as soon as 

she sees the news. 



 
 
 

233 
 

Another source of inspiration represents what has been called in Canada the “The 

Montreal Massacre” or the “Tragédie de Polytechnique”154 when a man intentionally killed 14 

women at the École Polytechnique in Montreal, making several other female victims, out of 

misogyny. “Annonceur. Bonsoir, mesdames et messieurs. Des scènes épouvantables en fin de 

journée à l’École polytechnique de Montréal où un tireur fou a tué quatorze personnes et fait 

treize blessés. Les quatorze personnes tuées sont toutes des femmes.” (Forêts 35) Intertwining 

history and fiction, the play included the verbatim news broadcast on the 6th December 1989 

by Radio-Canada. 

Realizing that the victims lost their lives because they were women, Aimée goes against 

her initial decision and, out of care for feminism and the baby girl she was carrying in her 

womb, chooses to sacrifice herself in order to avoid the death of a fifteenth victim: “Aimée. 

Geneviève Bergeron. Hélène Colgan. Nathalie Croteau. Barbara Daigneault. Anne-Marie 

Edward. Maud Haviernick. Martse Laganière. Maryse Leclaire. Anne-Marie Lemay. Sonia 

Pelletier. Michèle Richard. Annie Saint-Arneault. Annie Turcotte. Barbara Klueznik 

Widajewicz… On n’ira pas à la clinique, Baptiste. […] Je n’en tuerai pas une quinzième.” 

(Forêts 37) Despite her mother’s sacrifice, Loup has a hard time understanding what prompted 

her to ignore medical advice. Frustration ensues when she meets Douglas Dupontel, a French 

paleontologist personally invested in Aimée’s diagnosis, whose goal is, similar to Mouawad’s, 

to “tirer du néant ceux que l’on a voulu y précipiter” (Forêts 57) and find out what happened 

to the entire genealogy of Aimée’s family. 

In a spectral scene, Loup talks to her mother and describes the agony which she feels as 

a “douleur imbriquée” (Forêts 81): “Loup. […] Tu ne m’as pas donné la vie, tu m’as légué ta 

douleur comme ta mère Luce t’a léguée la sienne. […] je voudrais tellement ne plus te 

 
154 “Tragédie de Polytechnique”, 5th January 2012, https://www.thecanadianencyclopedia.ca/fr/article/tragedie-
de-polytechnique 
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connaître, maman, ne plus me souvenir de toi, et ce n’est pas par manque d’amour, au contraire, 

c’est ça qui est horrible !” (Forêts 52) Unlike other Mouawadian performances, the mother is 

not present on the stage as a specter, but such plays dominated by filiation are “peuplés de 

fantômes et de spectres qui semblent réclamer leur dû et parasiter l’existence des héritiers […] 

des souvenirs refoulés ou des secrets inavouables qui s’emparent mystérieusement de 

l’héritier.” (Demanze 12-16) Keen on exploring the source of her own trauma inherited from 

her female ancestors, Loup decides to go on a research trip across the ocean, which proves, 

with touches of humor and irony, that her identity is strongly Quebecois, despite her European 

origins: 

Loup. On est dans la ville de Metz. 
Baptiste. Les gens sont gentils là-bas ? 
Loup. Ben… c’est des Français, tsé. 
Baptiste. Ils te comprennent quand tu parles ? 
Loup. Faut que j’articule. Papa, on va pouvoir bientôt enterrer maman, je voulais 
te le dire. Je voulais entendre ta voix. Papa, je voulais te dire que je t’aimais. (Forêts 
95) 

 

Hoping to bury her mother is a gesture filled with care which drives her in her intrafamilial 

quest for origins. In France, she establishes her maternal lineage, “Ludivine, Luce, Aimée, 

Loup.” (Forêts 81) and discovers a complicated history of abandonment, namely how mothers 

had to give up their daughters. She finds out that her grandmother, Luce, went through a forced 

adoption (Forêts 67) after having arrived in Quebec in April 1843, during WWII. Her great 

grandmother, Ludivine, was a victim of the Nazi regime, “arrêtée et tuée la tête fracassée à 

coups de marteaux dans le camp de concentration de Treblinka en mai 1944.” (Forêts 80) 

However, searching through the local archives and talking to witnesses (which underlines how 

recent WWII still is in the locals’ memory), the protagonist unravels a story of female solidarity 

among the French resistance as Ludivine gives her identity documents to her Jewish friend, 

Sarah Cohen, who otherwise has no chance of escaping the Nazi regime with her baby. 
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Sarah. Me cacher, je ne veux pas, je ne veux pas me cacher ! […] Qu’ils viennent 
et qu’ils me prennent ! Ils ont pris mon père, ils ont pris ma mère, ils ont pris mes 
frères et mes sœurs et ils ont pris Samuel, ils ont pris les enfants et ils ont abattu 
les chiens, ils ont abattu les chats, ils ont tué les oiseaux et ils ont tout emporté avec 
eux […] Ils ont pris les arbres, les rues, et l’air. Ils ont pris l’air que l’on respire, ils 
ont pris l’air, l’air, ils l’ont pris, tout pris l’air, alors qu’ils viennent vite et qu’ils 
me prennent. (Forêts 148) 

 

This ecopoetic and anthropocenic reflection emphasizes the damaging impact WWII had not 

only on human lives, but also on the flora and fauna of the region. Intoxicating the air that 

every living being, human, non-human or more-than-human, would breathe, the war has a 

necropolitical impact on the dominated who end up linking the loss of memory to the 

destruction of nature (“Ma mémoire est une forêt dont on a abattu les arbres.”, Forêts 111). 

Furthermore, this monologue highlights the traumatizing experience of the characters which 

was passed on to the following generations: 

Douglas Dupontel. Loup, le fil du passé nous lie et nous relie. 
Loup. Il ne nous relie pas. Il nous condamne. […] Ma généalogie ? on s’en crisse-
tu assez, tu penses, de ma généalogie ? [...] maintenant que je connais l’histoire de 
mon sang, eh bien, ce sang-là, celui que j’ai dans mes veines, celui-là, eh bien, j’ai 
encore plus envie qu’avant de prendre le couteau puis de me trancher les veines 
pour me le vider jusqu’à la dernière tache, le faire disparaître, le brûler, le mettre 
dans l’acide et tout laisser tremper sans épargner la moindre goutte. (Forêts 135) 

 

The repetition of the lexical field related to genealogy, especially “sang”, “veines”, “tache”, 

“goutte”, triggers a visceral reaction to the concretization of the suicide represented by the 

series of verbs “trancher”, “vider”, “faire disparaître”, “brûler” and “mettre dans l’acide”. 

Having discovered that she carries the DNA of both the dominant and the dominated, Loup 

uncovers stories of rape, incest and genocide in the disarticulated ties of her family and her 

community. Suicide would mean putting an end to transgenerational trauma. If for Dupontel 

the past brings people together, for Loup, it represents a condemnation because, apart from 

dying, one cannot escape inherited trauma. However, at the end of the play, understanding 

women’s sacrifice not only by giving birth to their daughters, but by offering their social 
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identity to vulnerable beings in need or, in the face of atrocities, by choosing to abandon their 

offspring and entrust them to the unknown, the protagonist makes peace with the source of her 

suffering: 

Loup. […] Je répéterai vos noms comme un talisman contre le malheur. Odette, 
Hélène, Léonie, Ludivine, Sarah, Luce, Aimée, Loup 
Comme une promesse tenue à jamais. 
Et que je répète à mon tour 
A celle qui viendra après moi 
Pas encore née 
Mais qui se souvient déjà de mon visage 
Je ne t’abandonnerai jamais. 
Je ne t’abandonnerai jamais. 
Je ne t’abandonnerai jamais. (Forêts 162) 

 

Burying her mother, Loup goes through her maternal lineage, in the hope of honoring them and 

keeping their memory alive. Referring to the title of the tetralogy and invoking the promises 

made by Wilfrid to his dead father or by Nawal to herself, Loup tries to fix the past, rewrite the 

present and keep the promise of her ancestors. By repeating her commitment three times as if 

in a sacred ritual not to abandon them, both her maternal predecessors and her female 

descendants, she pledges to continue a work of remembrance, going against oblivion. 

Mapping out a space of trauma, the play takes the structure of a step-by-step 

investigation, in which not only the protagonist feels her way along the plot, discovering the 

truth and secrets of familial and collective history, but also the audience who discovers the 

abomination that has left a deep mark on each character. It is a horrific legacy that mirrors our 

recent History and which the descendants have to learn about, accept and come to terms with. 

 

Ciels: aerial domination, terrorism and the radical care for the Anthropo-scène  

Focusing on solving an ancestral mystery, going on an investigation concerning the 

family tree or figuring out a secret, absence or broken promise in the past of the family, the 

first three plays of the tetralogy would belong to the genre “récit de filiation” (Viart, Filiations 
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115), deeply rooted in Greek tragedy, in which the quest for either reclaimed or rejected origins 

is central to the plot. Although the last play of the tetralogy is considered to be separate from 

the rest of the cycle, they are all connected through their approach to the family dynamics, their 

bond to the space, region or country in which History irrupts, as well as the act of witnessing 

and the intergenerational conflict surrounding the Anthropocene, memory and the legacy older 

generations pass on to the younger generations. 

Aiming to create a contrast to the first three plays of the tetralogy, a “contrepoint” (Ciels 

117) as the artist likes to define it, Ciels focuses on six protagonists. Blaise Centier (director of 

the unit), Vincent Chef-Chef (IT), Charlie Eliot Johns (surveillance), Dolorosa Haché 

(translation), Valéry Masson (security) and his former student, Clément Szymanowski, who 

replaces Valéry after he commits suicide. By listening to people’s voices from around the 

world, their unit tries to investigate two terrorist leads, “Ali Al Lybie” and “piste Tintoret” in 

reference to the Venetian painter's Annunciation (1585) which is at the core of the terrorists’ 

attack. 

The play’s set design aims to give the impression of a dystopic setting, a place devoid 

of human presence, dominated by technology, while integrating the audience members into the 

body of the performance. The stage directions suggest that this space resembles the tower of 

Babel where intercepted messages, recorded voices, classified information, all create a chaos 

of languages (“Ciel de millions de voix. Chaos de langues, de paroles, d’intimités, interceptées, 

scannées, classées.”, Ciels 15) The metaphor of the space the title itself revolves around, the 

sky, projects a feeling of anxiety (“La peur, la terreur, l’hallali !, Ciels 16). Etymologically, the 

word “hallali”, coming from harer155, is a sound that either incites hunting animals to launch 

on a prey or that announces that the prey has been caught. This constant feeling of hunting or 

being hunted haunts people who are affected by terrorist threats. “Voix masculine. Compter les 

 
155 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, hallali, https://cnrtl.fr/etymologie/hallali 
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morts ne nous suffit pas pour pleurer les morts. […] Vous nous surveillez mais vous ne voyez 

rien. Vous nous écoutez mais vous n’entendez rien.” (Ciels 15) One of the voices in absentia 

remarks that people, namely the audience, are being surveyed; despite being aware of 

surveillance activity, they observe the lack of care and indifference of the state’s authorities 

concerning their suffering and grieving, highlighted by the multisensorial technology. The 

voice equally highlights the anthropocenic mark humanity has left on the world: 

Où sont les bêtes ? Perdues, perdues 
Où sont les vivants ? Perdus, égarés 
Où sont les paysages ? Perdus, effacés, raptés 
Où sont les hommes ? Brûlés, calcinés. (Ciels 16) 

 

The fauna and flora of the world are destroyed, while people are murdered through genocides 

that no authorities take responsibility for. The voices accuse the state of infanticide, bestiality 

and indifference toward the state of the world: 

Enfantivores ! 
Vous êtes l’haleine de l’Histoire 
Et on appelle cela un État ! 
Vainqueur sacrificateur 
On appelle cela un État ! 
Voyez le sang : qui ordonne qu’il soit versé ? 
Les pères les pères ! 
Qui l’a versé ? 
Les fils, les fils ! (Ciels 17) 

 

The repetition of the word “état” emphasizes the role of the state in the destruction of the world, 

“on appelle cela…” the bitterness of the victims’ tone, while the reference to the blood of the 

sacrificed people points out to the guilt that the ancestors bear and transmit to the younger 

generations. Brutally calling the political authorities “l’haleine de l’Histoire”, the resistant 

voices highlighted by the multiple repetitions of the phrase “Nous vous en empêcherons !” 

(Ciels 18) accuse them of deliberately devouring society, cannibalizing it. The phrase itself 

shows the opposition “nous” vs “vous”, which establishes a direct conflict between dominating 

and dominated classes, in a technologically controlled world. 
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The audio ambience of the performance was created in 2009 when Mouawad, Michel 

Maurer and François Ismert collaborated with the Espace Malraux and recorded various people 

in Chambery, in different languages (Ciels 128). The sky of intercepted human voices is 

simplified in terms of page formatting, but it nevertheless creates a feeling of disorientation 

and overstimulation: 

(Ciels 22-23) 

Sifting through the messages captured in the “Labyrinthe sonore où des conversations se 

croisent et s’entrecroisent” (Ciels 21), the team intercepts a suspicious message in Arabic, 

Hungarian, Polish, English, Russian, Japanese, Korean, Dolorosa Haché helps translate it into 

French, determining that they are dealing with an organization run by young people from all 

over the world (“une organisation dirigée, opérée et activée par une jeunesse ramifiée au-delà 

des frontières.”, Ciels 25) 

Trying to figure out parenting, Charlie Eliot Johns is video chatting with his son, Victor: 

Charlie Eliot Johns. Ta mère m’a dit que tu avais des soucis à l’école ? 
Victor Eliot Johns. Ouais. 
Charlie Eliot Johns. Il s’agit d’un devoir que tu aurais à faire… ? 
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Victor Eliot Johns. Ouais. 
Charlie Eliot Johns. Et… tu ne veux pas m’en parler ?... 
Victor Eliot Johns. Ben, je ne sais pas là… c’est… rien, ce n’est pas important… 
Charlie Eliot Johns. Comment, ce n’est pas important ! C’est très important !… De 
quoi il s’agit ? 
Victor Eliot Johns. Ben c’est une affaire sur la beauté… qu’est-ce que … pour moi, 
c’est quoi la beauté… (Ciels 94) 

 

Charlie tries to help his son with his homework and suggests that he go to a museum and create 

a slideshow that translates his perception of beauty, starting with the paintings that inspire him 

at the exhibition, an idea Victor welcomes excitedly as they finally do something together and 

strengthen their bond as father and son. The innocence and authenticity of Victor’s 

performance draw on the fact that his lines were not based on a script previously written by 

Mouawad, but on the artist’s meetings with the teenager based in Montreal who spontaneously 

delivered his lines in front of the camera. “Pour la première fois l’adolescent n’était pas joué 

par un acteur mais par un adolescent lui-même, amené au cœur du théâtre par le biais d’un 

écran, dans toute sa pureté.” (Ciels 132) Intentionally putting the teenager in the spotlight, 

Mouawad reestablished his commitment to putting youth at the center of his artistic project. 

At work, as the General Management puts pressure on the experts, the team believes 

that the mastermind behind the threat is Ali Al Lybie (Ciels 36) which makes Vincent Chef-

Chef believe the message is linked to an Islamist lead and confirms “un attentat à l’arme 

chimique” (Ciels 26) through a parcel that contains anthrax bacteria (Ciels 37). Understanding 

the power he is abusing due to the hierarchy in their unit, Blaise warns him: “Quoi que tu fasses, 

Vincent, tu auras un jour ou l’autre les mains pleines de sang. C’est cela le pouvoir.” (Ciels 

105) Breaking the code, Clément Szymanowski realizes that “poésie et terrorisme ne sont pas 

incompatibles” (Ciels 75); on the contrary, poetic ambiguity rejects the abuse and violence 

non-poetic language imposes through its set meaning. Valéry committed suicide because he 

understood the coded message first and realized that his own son, Anatole, was behind the 

attack. 
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Thus, the unit follows the Tintoret clue which revolves around the painting depicting 

the Annunciation when the angel tells the Virgin Mary that she will give birth to God’s son. 

According to his almost blasphemous interpretation of spatiality, the Virgin is the Western 

world violated by the archangel, while the Holy Spirit is the rape itself, meaning the terrorist 

attack (Ciels 78). This corresponds to several coordinates on the painting and the globe, 

targeting the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Tate Modern in London, Scrovegni Chapel 

in Padua, the State Hermitage Museum in Saint-Petersburg, the Deutsche Guggenheim 

Museum in Berlin, the Bridgestone Museum of Art in Tokyo and Musée des beaux-arts in 

Montreal (Ciels 107). 

Following intensifying bombardments, a voice carrying out the kamikazes’ message 

reveals that the attack forces them to confront the ugliness they have left in the world: “Nous 

vous forcerons à regarder une œuvre d’art à la hauteur du siècle qui vous rappellera combien 

chaque époque mérite une beauté à la hauteur de ce qu’elle a produit en laideur.” (Ciels 110) 

While 9/11 is what inspired the idea of the terrorist attack, it is the meeting with Bertrand Cantat 

whom Mouawad asked to interpret and which later becomes “le son de Ciels” (Ciels 129) that 

stands at the core of Anatole’s poetic lines. The ugliness the voice refers to is an anthropocenic 

reflection concerning the degradation of the ecosystem and society, which triggers Clément’s 

strong reaction against the violent insurgence of the youth against the older generations: 

Clément Szymanowski. France, États-Unis, Angleterre, Italie, Russie, Allemagne, 
Japon, Canada. De quoi ces pays sont-ils coupables pour mériter d’être attaqués ? 
De libéralisme ? De capitalisme ? De la mondialisation ? Fausse piste, affirme 
Valéry, fausse piste ! Ces pays sont coupables d’avoir versé le sang des fils du 
siècle ! [...] C’est la géographie du sang versé, c’est la géographie de la jeunesse 
massacrée. Celle d’hier et celle d’aujourd’hui. Cette voix qui nous condamne et 
nous menace, c’est la voix de ceux qui sont nés pendant les guerres, Vietnam, 
Liban, Iran-Irak, et qui ont grandi à l’ombre des hécatombes : Bosnie, Rwanda, 
Kosovo, Tchétchénie. (Ciels 80) 

 

Referring to the “sang versé” as a collective global bloodshed, Clément lists the major political 

conflicts that have shattered entire generations, such as the wars in the Middle East, the 
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Balkans, South-East Asia or Africa, mapping out a geography of trauma for which Western 

powers are responsible. As soon as he gets to the bottom of the message, Charlie is 

overwhelmed with despair and guilt as he realizes that his own son, whom he encouraged to 

go to the museum, is one of the victims of the attack that took place in Montreal: 

Charlie Eliot Johns. Victor, Victor, c’est papa ! Appelle-moi ! Je veux avoir de tes 
nouvelles, appelle-moi, Victor, appelle-moi ! […] Allô ? / Quoi ?? / Quoi ??? / 
Qu’est-ce que tu me racontes ? / Tu l’as vu ?? / Il est devant toi ??! / Passe-le-moi 
!! / Passe-le-moi !!!! / Mon Dieu !! Mon Dieu !!!!!! 
Charlie crie […] pousse un profond hurlement. […] Diaporama en musique des 
peintures choisies par Victor. (Ciels 111-114) 

 

Witnessing familial or collective tragedies, Mouawad’s protagonists in these stories of filiation 

and affiliation are heirs who, despite having inherited trauma, have a duty to fulfill towards 

their parents or community and, as such, go on a quest for ancestral origins, on a “destinérence” 

(Robin 39), to think in Régine Robin’s Derridean terms, and break the silence of what has been 

left unsaid. Placing themselves in a position of “sacrificial victims” (Letendre 117) out of a 

care ethics approach, they end up in a point of tragic recognition (anagnôrisis) which allows 

them to explore their origins and heritage. Reflecting the degradation of society at war with 

itself, the play is a howl of despair that the younger generations let out in the face of the legacy 

left by the older generations, namely the Anthropocene: wars, exploitation of the environment 

and natural resources, trauma and indifference. The closing scene shows, on the one hand, the 

care for the vulnerable ones, the youth, one’s child; at the same time, it underlines that Western 

societies only show empathy and care when such a traumatizing event affects them personally, 

their family, their community or their country, while expressing indifference when a terrorist 

attack occurs in the regions mentioned earlier, usually labeled as third-world countries. 

Using the attacks of 11th September as a triggering historical event, the artist carries on 

using the same metaphor to explain the effect he would like his work to have on the audience: 

Cette immédiateté que permet le théâtre m’a été salutaire. Avec la guerre et l’exil, 
la nécessité de prendre la parole était devenue tellement urgente : je voulais 
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exprimer un cri, je voulais partager un hurlement, je voulais exorciser des peurs, je 
voulais transmettre ce que la génération de mes parents n’avait pas pu exprimer ; 
je voulais que ça cogne ; de façon symbolique, je voulais commettre des attentats : 
je voulais déposer des bombes dans la tête des gens ; cette bombe, c’étaient la 
narration et l’émotion qu’elle transmettait ; je voulais que les spectateurs sortent 
bouleversés, fracassés après le spectacle. (Mouawad in Sarthou-Lajus 96) 

 

This remark opens up a reflection on a “choreopolitical” approach of the space, to draw on 

André Lepecki’s theory156, intentionally designed to move and challenge the audience, while 

representing an act of resistance or artistic protest. 

As the project evolved, the set design was modified to reflect the artist’s intention: 

initially, the audience was circling the stage, but that display goes against the invisibility and 

secrecy of an antiterrorist unit. Thus, the setting was designed to surround the audience who is 

placed in the middle of the performing space and, being able to twist to 360 degrees on rotating 

stools, they can choose what aspect and stimulus to focus on while the actors perform around 

them. This display aims to turn the audience not only into an inclusive part of the performance, 

but also transform it into a metonymy for post-truth society at large. Although it gives a sense 

of freedom, in fact, it imposes a certain reading of the performance, “enacting a politics of 

movement as a choreopolitics of freedom.” (Lepecki 15) That apparent freedom is kept under 

control, reproducing a “system of obedience” confronted with a generalized system of power 

and even “self-policing” (Lepecki 18) by the audience aware of the theatrical context, which 

ensures conformity. 

Privileging heterogeneity and intermediality through the interaction of various arts 

(visual, musical and performing arts) and challenging the “subordination des moyens scéniques 

au texte (et leur) cohérence mutuelle” (Lehmann 84), Mouawad creates, in Hans-Thies 

Lehmann’s terms, a postdramatic performance subscribing to what has been labeled “théâtre 

du survisible” (Bernadet 301). Three goals are behind this strategy: first, pushing the audience 

 
156 See Lepecki. “Choreopolice and Choreopolitics”. 
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to empathize with the refugee experience as they are isolated, frightened by the sounds of 

bombs, unable to know what to believe in (Ciels 134); second, forcing the public to reflect on 

the role of memory and transmission of trauma, on responsibility and response-ability, on 

oblivion and remembrance as, in the event of a similar tragedy, the victims are forgotten and 

their traces gone (Ciels 61); third, encouraging the spectators to reflect on poetry and art at 

large, despite it not being able to fix the broken world in the Anthropocene (“La poésie, certes, 

ne peut sauver le monde, mais le penser serait se méprendre sur sa nature.”, Ciels 140) This 

disorienting effect aims to simulate an “installation muséale” (Ciels 124) where Mouawad 

“spécifie le mode de lecture” (Biet and Triau 542), imposing it to the audience who is part of 

the performance, silent witnesses to a tragedy in the making. Redefining the audience as “spect-

actors”, Mouawad prompts them to rethink the space they occupy in the world and take action 

in order to contribute to a morally improved world. Drawing on Augusto Boal’s concept that 

questions the traditional position of the “spectator”157, Mouawad’s setting overlaps the spaces 

of the performers and of the observers, blurring the distinction between them and creating an 

inclusive and participatory performative experience for the audience. Mouawad’s 

performances or, in Jill Dolan’s words “utopian performatives” (Dolan 5), allow the audience 

to explore their affinity with the plot and immerse themselves in these utopian/ dystopian/ 

heterotopian layers of spatiality; such theatrical experiences create, even if just for the duration 

of the performance, a common sense of humanity and community. 

 

 

Apart from establishing Mouawad’s identity as a successful artist on the international 

stage, Le Sang des promesses is a profound exploration of fragmented identity – individual 

 
157 “But the poetics of the oppressed focuses on the action itself: the spectator […] trains himself for real action. 
In this case, perhaps the theatre is not revolutionary in itself, but it is surely a rehearsal for the revolution. The 
liberated spectator, as a whole person, launches into action.” (Boal 98) 
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through the personal quest for origins of the exilic and diasporic characters, and collective 

through the insights into the historical contexts of Lebanon, France and Canada. As Hortense 

Archambault emphasizes, in Mouawad’s work identity is “en perpétuelle reconstruction. Elle 

est, avec une évidence à travers son œuvre, complexe et fragmentaire” (Archambaud 18); 

however, I argue that this is a condition typical of the transnational artist, urged by the aftermath 

of colonialism, exile and violence, to keep rebuilding their sense of self in contrast with their 

Otherness. The tetralogy focuses on what has become the identity mark of our society, the 

Anthropocene, by putting nature in the spotlight: water dominates liminality in Littoral; 

scorched land in Incendies, arborescent imaginary in Forêts and aerial dominance in Ciels. 

Care for the Other goes beyond anthropocentrism in Mouawad’s vision and encompasses 

alterity as seen from the perspective of power dynamics, which includes the marginal, the 

powerless, the dominated, including the ecosystem where History resurfaces and leads to its 

destruction. 

Thus, what theater contributes to care is the spatiality in which care is negotiated: the 

dramaturgy of care relies not only on a space of community, civic action, plurality and 

embodied alterity, as I showed in the previous chapters, it also relies on an experiential space 

that allows for the director’s increased flexibility to play with the space and transform it into 

an installation, and for the audience’s interactive experience. Spatiality pushes the audience to 

rethink their own positionality and the space they appropriate and occupy in the world. 

By juxtaposing all these spatial and temporal layers, Wajdi Mouawad subtly creates a 

heterotopic scene conceived as a space of memory where the boundaries of language, history 

and literary genres become blurred. This space where he stages in/hospitality becomes a 

crossroads where the West meets the East, where diasporas meet their origins, where filiation 

implies an exploration of care ethics based on responsibility. Mouawad's performances 

problematize the diasporic space by staging attempts at reconciliation with the past, the Other, 
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as well as the scarred self of diasporic generations. Through the powerful representation of 

hospitality negotiated in a heterotopic space, the audience learns to rethink space, not only 

within a theater, but also in its social, cultural, historical and political dimensions. The 

disorientation that the audience feels during and after Le Sang des promesses cannot leave them 

indifferent. Mouawad helps them get lost in order to slowly help them rediscover their identity. 
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Conclusion:  

A reflection on care, Mouawad’s dramaturgy of care and the possibilities of theater 

 

Analyzing Mouawad’s work as a case study provided me with a rich terrain of research 

that casts light on not only on care ethics, but also on the potential that the dramaturgy of care 

has. It was the pandemic that urged the artist to redefine care taking into account the health 

crisis, his interest in youth work, his preoccupation with alterity and his constant reflection on 

spatiality. The theoretical definition of care seen solely as attentiveness, responsibility, 

competence and responsiveness became, after thinking with Mouawad, somewhat limiting. 

Mouawad’s performances allow for a nuanced reading of care and a constellation of 

redefinitions drawing on the etymology of the term “care”. 

Bringing in Joan Tronto’s and Carol Gilligan’s allowed me to introduce the 

fundamental principles of care ethics. As I put their research in conversation with Michael 

Slote’s, Martha Nussbaum’s concept of “empathetic care” and Fabienne Brugère’s research on 

feminine care, I provided a more nuanced interpretation of the theoretical framework of care 

ethics. Françoise Lionnet’s notion of transnationalism, Stuart Hall’s definition of cultural 

identity and Lise Gauvin’s reflection on the concepts of “langagement” and “surconscience 

linguistique” informed my understanding of Mouawad’s positionality. When it comes to 

alterity, my understanding of otherness has been informed by the research conducted on 

humanimality, the non-human and the more-than-human by Virginie Green, Kalpana Rahita 

Seshadri, Biwu Shang and Adriana Ressiore. Joshua Bennett’s and Una Chaudhury’s 

contributions to zoopoetics, as well as Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari’s “becoming-animal” 

and Donna Haraway’s concept of “response-ability” helped me argue that staging 

humanimality is an artistic strategy that allows for a mediation of care towards the oppressed, 

making our co-existence possible. Derrida’s theory of spectrality, as well as his perspective on 
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hospitality together with Foucault’s concept of heterotopia, allowed me to interpret spatiality 

in Mouawad’s dramaturgy of care and approach his spectral performances as haunted by a 

“devoir de mémoire”. Analyzing these concepts, I provided an insight into Mouawad’s 

dramaturgy of care that relies on a set of practices aiming to repair and maintain an ethically 

improved world and, as such, contributes to the current theoretical framework of care ethics. 

As Wajdi Mouawad highlights in the manifesto Le Chas de la parole158 to which I 

referred in the introduction, the advantage of times of terror, such as the recent pandemic or 

the Beirut harbor explosions, relies on its revelatory power. Values, priorities, 

preoccupations… everything is more transparent in apocalyptical situations typical to 

Mouawadian theatrical imagination, which, based on its etymology (lat. apocalypsis159) 

equally refers to revelation. In this ambivalent place of revelation that theater is for Mouawad, 

the only thing that deactivates our instinct of self-preservation, according to the artist, remains 

the poetic language that allows us to make humanity. 

Apart from poetic language, Mouawad relies on silence as an artistic strategy. Silence 

can be a coping mechanism in the face of trauma, but silencing can also be the tool of the 

oppressor. Aiming to sew up the wounds and silences of the audience, Mouawad’s 

performances witness a preoccupation with care ethics expressed through language as an 

attempt to unsilence the traumatic past that keeps haunting the present. His practice of a 

diasporic ethics of care hopes to suture the world. As such, it aims to push back against the 

tearing apart of the community and prioritizes redemption as collective rather than individual 

well-being. It embodies a transnational, translinguistic and transracial concern for alterity in all 

its forms, be they marginal, gendered or humanimal. 

 
158 “Le Chas de la parole”, La Colline - théâtre national, https://www.colline.fr/spectacles/le-chas-de-la-parole 
159 Centre national de ressources textuelles et lexicales, apocalypse, https://cnrtl.fr/etymologie/apocalypse 
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During his career, Mouwad has admitted to becoming more at ease with using social and 

political realities in his work: 

Je n’ai cessé de vouloir utiliser la réalité sociale et politique dans les spectacles que 
je mettais en scène […] Que ce soit […] la présence de Bertrand Cantat dans la 
mise en scène des tragédies de Sophocle, que ce soit dans Seuls avec l’intrusion 
des voix de ma propre sœur et de mon propre père […] le réel est devenu une 
écriture, une matière dont je pouvais user […] Il ne pouvait plus être question de 
nommer autrement les personnages que par leurs prénoms véritables. Comme 
l’amnésique qui tout à coup se souvient. Jacqueline, Nayla, Naji, Abdo, Wajdi. 
(Mère 6-7) 

 

Fighting against amnesia and remaining alert to social, political and ethical issues in the world 

we live in, Mouawad creates performances in which humans, politics, nature and the more-

than-human are irreversibly entangled, producing what Simonetta Valenti has called a new 

type of humanism160. Furthermore, he actively historicizes the Anthropocene as a turning point 

shaped by humankind’s impact on the planet, as well as the relationship established between 

nature, the human, the non-human and the more-than-human. Mouawad’s strategy to stage a 

permanent confrontation with the alterity that defines his characters’ identity stands at the core 

of the artist’s work: imagining theater as a place of encounter (Farcet 86), Mouawad reinforces 

his commitment to the Other, in a constant movement of aller-vers, moving toward, conducive 

to a collective practice of respect for alterity. Contributing to the current theoretical framework 

of care ethics, Mouawad’s dramaturgy of care emphasizes connectedness and relatedness 

through which he redefines care in its diasporic dimension. As I showed by analyzing 

Mouawad’s initiatives and his redefinition of care during the pandemic, theater complements 

the theoretical framework of care by creating a sense of community, togetherness and kinship 

by means of a shared experience. Unlike other literary genres or theory, theater is versatile 

because it transforms into an inclusive space of intergenerational dialogue, co-creation and 

interaction. Theater empowers and elicits prises de position and civic action. 

 
160 See Valenti. Rencontre : le nouvel humanisme de Wajdi Mouawad. 
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This “être ensemble” that the artist builds on and off the stage, given that for Mouawad 

“la scène est le lieu où l’irréparable ne s’élude plus” (Demidoff 17), takes a very concrete look 

at how we inhabit and engage with the world, how we resist normativity or how we transcend 

relations of power and domination. Exploring liminality and the permeability of borders, the 

characters Mouawad tends to create usually feel disoriented and uncertain about their cultural 

identity due to a lack of knowledge of their pasts, which is why they go on a quest that helps 

them figure out their identity, their origins and ancestral mysteries. By rescuing from oblivion 

those whom History has tried to cast into it, Mouawad gives proof of his “response-ability” 

(Haraway 88), pursuing an act of remembrance, reconciliation and reparation. 

Given the historical wounds Mouawad explores in his work, the artist faces the 

impossibility of reparation. By recognizing trauma, exposing the fractures of society and 

acknowledging the open wounds of History and the damage the victim communities suffered, 

Mouawad attempts to conduct a gesture of retrospective justice and restore a sense of 

community and “vivre-ensemble” through a care ethics approach. 

Care ethics studies extended the promise of a potential reparation, through an 

augmented attentiveness towards socio-political issues; however, the field inevitably fell short 

of the objectives it had established as it failed to acknowledge alterity in its plurality – minority, 

gender, more-than-human - which are essential aspects that Mouawad through his aesthetic 

approach can address in response to diversity and inclusion. As an embodied practice, the 

dramaturgy of care complexifies the dynamics between the oppressed and the oppressor. 

Furthermore, the physicality it puts forward is conducive to the mediation of care via the 

performer’s ability to adapt, embody, identify with the Other, in its plurality, and even resist 

the embodiment. Moreover, the dramaturgy of care relies not only on a space of community, 

civic action, plurality and embodied alterity, but also on the spatiality in which care is 

negotiated. Performances encourage the audience to rethink their positionality and the space 
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they occupy in the world. Thanks to its versatility as a genre and as an institution, theater 

constantly redefines care, providing a unique insight into what care represents. 

While in the fields of social science (Aurélie Damamme, Helena Hirata, Pascale 

Molinier), political science (Sophie Bourgault, Caroline Ibos, Patricia Paperman, Joan Tronto) 

and philosophy (Fabienne Brugère, Cynthia Fleury, Marie Garrau, Nel Noddings, Martha 

Nussbaum), the notion of ethics of care has been thoroughly analyzed; in the field literature, 

the scholarship produced by Marjolaine Deschênes, Maïté Snauwaert and Amelia DeFalco 

gives way to an area where there is still room for research, especially in the field of 

performance. A response to woundedness, Mouawad’s redefinition of care demonstrates that, 

unlike care ethics, theater in its different performative and textual constellations can teach us 

how to feel through traumatic experiences and how to engage with Otherness that lies at the 

core of traumatic experiences in response to the violence that alterity attracts. The abundance 

of theatrical narratives can complete the research conducted in those fields, so that together 

they can contribute to a better understanding of the complex dynamics in the Francophone 

world and the significance of care ethics as an embodied individual and collective experience 

in this politicized space.For  

The reason why I do not dwell for too long on the notion of empathy is because I 

consider it a prerequisite for care, as I showed in the second chapter. Furthermore, the corpus 

I analyzed proves that Mouawad’s dramaturgy of care shies away from idealism as it displays 

the numerous zones of irreconciliation within which care fails. No matter how much his 

theatrical project is driven by the desire to fix the past, his dramaturgy of care proves that the 

irreparable prevails, time and time again. His artistic strategy goes beyond the affective level 

of the audience and, perhaps drawing on the hope with which Jill Dolan associates theater, aims 

to trigger their stance and civic action. From a liminal position, Mouawad develops artistic 

strategies to intervene in the public sphere, aiming to explore the limits of what can be repaired 
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and reconfigure the historical narratives of restorative representation and its ability to make 

visible again what had been occulted. Exploring post-memory through care ethics, Mouawad's 

spectral dramaturgy of repetition creates a “worlded” (Khordoc 497) theater of care as it 

incorporates a plurality of linguistic, spatial and temporal frames of reference. Marked by 

survival and a denial of catharsis, his hemorrhaging storytelling revolves around the poetics of 

the excess, seen through a fisheye that induces a grotesque effect. Watching his performances, 

the audience is challenged by the staged universes, dominated by trauma, violence and 

suffering, where the duty of memory, responsibility and response-ability fuel the willfulness 

with which they are empowered. 

In a conversation with Oriol Broggi161, Mouawad reflected on the question of happiness 

as revealed by theater, especially the following paradox: how can one be simultaneously happy 

individually yet unhappy collectively? What this question expresses, in fact, is a reflection on 

the intricate balance between self-care and care for the Other. Enhancing the dramaturgy of 

care, his performances might not cure the world, but they have the potential to change the 

audience’s collective imagination, to nuance and nourish their reflections. Mouawad’s work 

teaches the audience essential lessons in the field of theater: how art can become viral during 

a pandemic, how archives and repertoires can be decolonized, how hierarchies can be 

suspended through humorous interventions during the performance, how poetry can be 

embodied on stage. Furthermore, the audience takes away perhaps even more relevant lessons 

for them, namely that the dead are invisible, not absent or that one can cry without shedding 

tears and the whole purpose of his care ethics approach is to show how to carry on despite 

adversities, how to live with the Other and practice co-existence and survival in the 

Anthropocene, while making sense of the madness of the world. 

 
161 “Rencontre avec Oriol Broggi et Wajdi Mouawad”, La Colline - théâtre national, 19th March 2022, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nkaPH6PkHHk 
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Mouawad’s own identity or “points of suture” (Hall) has actively informed his practice 

of diasporic ethics of care that moves beyond national, linguistic and racial borders in the hope 

of suturing the world. Following Hall’s theory, Mouawad’s cultural identity is indeed a 

positioning rather than an essence: given the Western reasoning behind care ethics which 

focuses on the universality of humanity that resides in all human beings, Mouawad’s diasporic 

ethics of care rethinks humanity through its transborder ability to reconnect human beings and 

the communities to which they belong. The pan-demic, universal and global humanity cannot 

be sutured, kept together and later on healed, if the communities which compose it are 

metastasizing. If we think about all the socio-political events in the Middle East Mouawad 

refers to in his performances, we can conclude that only time will tell the scar they have left on 

his work, on the Lebanese community, and on what Mouawad cares so dearly about – the 

“making-humanity” of the world. 
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