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“The Split-Screen Syndrome”:  
Structuring (Non)Seeing in  
Two Plays on Abu Ghraib

Katarzyna Beilin

According to Karen Greenberg’s review of Peter Morris’s Guardians,1 
the play is “a theatrical version of split-screen cinema” that 

symbolically reflects what might be called the split-screen syndrome of 
the American people after 9/11.2 In cinema, “split screen” is a division 
of the visible into two or more frames that ruptures the illusion of unity 
of the represented reality, stressing the dramatic disconnectedness of 
simultaneous actions and often announcing the possibility of conflict or 
loss. Greenberg uses “split-screen syndrome” to talk about theater and 
political consciousness metaphorically, to reflect her belief that after 9/11 
the American people did not have a realistic picture of the world that 
surrounds them, but rather were confused by disconnected, opportunistic 
narratives of victimized and victimizers, and lacked awareness that we 
are all responsible for the oppression perpetrated on others beyond our 
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territory. Philip Gourevich expressed a similar belief in a debate at the 
New York Public Library about the documentary that he made with 
Errol Morris, Standard Operating Procedure, when he announced that 
the Abu Ghraib pictures are about us. The film’s title refers to the fact 
that a team investigating the Abu Ghraib abuse had classified the actions 
recorded in the photographs as “S.O.P.” (Standard Operating Procedure). 
The international press had considered these same photographs, among 
them the hooded man standing with open arms on a box, as shocking.
 A difference in perception of what really happened in Abu Ghraib 
marked the debate from the beginning. What is it, then, that those images 
revealed to some and concealed from others? How is it that ways of (non)
seeing can be responsible for torture, political abuse, and death? No art 
is better equipped to address these questions than theater, its very name 
derived from the Greek word theatron—translated as “a place to see.”
 In an attempt to show how theater spectacles make their public 
aware of its responsibility for what happens in the secret prisons of our 
“empire,” I compare two plays that I believe contain the most interesting 
commentaries on this issue: Morris’s Guardians and Juan Mayorga’s La 
paz perpetua (Perpetual Peace).3 This essay reflects on how these two 
playwrights construct a commentary on the ways of (non)seeing that 
contributed to what happened in Abu Ghraib and also examines (non)
seeing in the reception of the photographs. In this context, I will use 
Greenberg’s concept of “the split-screen syndrome” to refer to the split 
between victimizers and victims in the contexts of race, gender, and 
species, but also to mean the split between seeing and knowing. Before 
analyzing the plays, however, I will place them in the context of the critical 
debates on what was concealed about what happened at Abu Ghraib.

I. Mapping the Debate on (Not) Seeing of Abu Ghraib

In an article on Abu Ghraib, Anne McClintock reminds us of two master 
narratives produced in order to manage the scandal.4 First, there was talk 
of the so-called “bad apples,” which explained the events as the result of 
aberrant behavior on the part of a few perverted individuals. McClintock 
refers to Alfred McCoy’s book A Question of Torture5 to remind us that 
historically this has been the first argument used in response to accusations 
of torture since it became a standard investigative practice of the CIA in 



Katarzyna Beilin 429

diverse US wars beginning with Vietnam. The evidence of torture in the 
Abu Ghraib pictures was thus dismissed as an exceptional event rather 
than being treated as revealing a more widespread practice. According to 
the second narrative, gay pornographic photographs inspired soldiers to 
engage with prisoners in the ways presented by the Abu Ghraib pictures, 
creating the false impression that it was not torture, but pornography, that 
constituted the problem. Thus, according to McClintock, the needless 
debate about pornography replaced the needed discussion of torture. 
Susan Sontag similarly noticed in the New York Times that the term torture 
had been “banned” in the official debate on Abu Ghraib, while it was the 
only accurate word to focus properly on the question.6 W. Lance Bennett 
et al. arrived at similar conclusions as a result of a systematic analysis of 
press publications.7 Thus concealing what really happens in distant prisons 
results from the rhetoric characterized by euphemistic language, concepts 
that slide toward acceptance, expressed by the military stamp of “S.O.P.” 
or Rush Limbaugh’s “just blowing off steam.”8

 McClintock argues that while the public’s gaze became fixated on the 
pictures with a sexual component, thousands of other photographs of 
torture, as well as practices that were not even photographed, remained 
unquestioned. We find out from Gourevich and Morris’s documentary 
that while the hooded man on the box was filmed, nearby in a shower 
another man was being murdered, and this was not filmed. In other words, 
pornographic pictures from Abu Ghraib do not document the reality of 
torture, even though several of them represent it symbolically. In a way, 
then, the spectacle performed by the prisoners and guards both reveals 
and covers up for the abuse and torture that happened in the US prisons. 
In other words, the sexualized character of torture conceals the torture 
itself.
 Nicholas Mirzoeff ’s take on the pornographic aspects of Abu Ghraib 
photographs differs from McClintock’s since he connects imperial violence 
to pornography, stating that “to argue … that pornography was in some 
sense the cause of Abu Ghraib would not be a small matter” because it 
“would suggest that the imperial body is best represented pornographically 
and understands itself as acting within pornographic scenarios of power.”9 
He further describes a number of examples pointing to military fascination 
with pornography, such as its use and re-enactment during interrogations, 
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pornographic decoration of interrogation rooms, and pornographic screen 
savers on prison computers. Thus, according to Mirzoeff, the Abu Ghraib 
“spectacle” has been enacted for the gaze whose focus and sensibilities 
have been blunted by pornography.
 Sherene Razack, along with Mirzoeff, raises the issue of how culture 
codifies photographed bodies for a specific public, in other words, how 
the bodies act for the gaze.10 Both critics argue that the selection of 
pictures for release, some of which feature the sodomy of male prisoners 
(but not the rape of women or violence against children), had been made 
with the American public in mind, for whom picturing the conquered 
bodies in these terms was considered “repellent but not impeachable”11 
because doing so continued the rhetoric of colonial imperial expansion 
that has come to be a part of the American way of thinking and (non)
seeing. These images, Mirzoeff writes, configure masculinity as “straight,” 
opposing the bodies of the guards to the bodies of racially different 
colonized subjects represented as sodomites, “animals or shit.”12 Razack 
shares with Mirzoeff the idea that the selection of which pictures from 
Abu Ghraib to make public was done with the Americans’ way of (non)
seeing in mind, and that the discourse that the images represent continues 
a certain familiar imperial rhetoric. Instead of pornography, however, she 
focuses on “multiple systems of domination” responsible for the “making 
of racial hierarchies.”13 Building racial hierarchies, in her words, is a ritual 
that provides the white man with “a sexualized intimacy forbidden in 
white supremacy and patriarchy.”14 Razack notices that the positions of 
both tortured prisoners and guards should remind us of photographs of 
lynchings, in which white people also smile indiscriminately. According 
to her, lynching photographs, like those from Abu Ghraib, share the same 
purpose of performing race hierarchy and thus building white supremacist 
power. Because we are accustomed to these performances, we do not see 
them for what they are.
 These reflections coincide with Slavoj Žižek’s essay “Between Two 
Deaths,” which with irony classifies the spectacle of Abu Ghraib as a sort 
of ritual of welcome to American culture. The pictures from Abu Ghraib 
represent what Žižek calls “the obscene underside of US popular culture.”15 
He finds the photographs from Abu Ghraib “theatrical,” bringing to 
mind Mapplethorpe’s work and scenes from David Lynch movies. 
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Comparisons between Abu Ghraib photographs and Mapplethorpe’s have 
appeared in various publications, for there is indeed a similarity between 
certain photographs from the Iraqi prisons and some of Mapplethorpe’s 
images, especially “Dominick and Elliot,” “Jim Sausalito,” and other 
sadomasochistic images found in a private archive and made public after 
the photographer’s death. To this extent, George Neumayr wrote in the 
American Spectator, “Had Robert Mapplethorpe snapped the photos at 
Abu Ghraib, the Senate might have given him a government grant.”16 
This comparison, however, takes violence for granted. Most concerning 
is not the sexual character of torture but torture itself, that is, the enforced 
character of photographed behavior. Even though the images are similar, 
they belong to different realities, and the relation between Mapplethorpe’s 
photographs and Abu Ghraib’s is such as that between crime story and 
crime or between sex and rape.
 On the other hand, people who become familiar with certain realities 
through fictions may interiorize them without questioning, and this 
holds truer for certain kinds of images. In his enthusiastic review of a 
Mapplethorpe exhibition, Jonathan Jones writes:

Mapplethorpe’s technical brilliance as a photographer is such as to trans-
form each of his images from a document to a flash of rapture. The whites 
are often so bright, in their cloak of night, as to go past your eyes straight 
into your brain, or your body. White light, white heat. The result is to give 
forms three-dimensional reality. When you look at a Mapplethorpe nude, 
it hits you, consciously or subconsciously.17

 Can this “flash of rapture” referred to by Jones turn to a desire for 
imitation? Perhaps, but even then the Abu Ghraib scenario should be 
rather blamed on other kinds of seductive images, namely those of violent 
video games where “fun” arises from shooting and otherwise destroying 
realistically looking “enemies.” For example, the online site PCWorld 
publicizes one of the most violent video games, “Manhunt,” with an 
image of a guard pointing a machine gun at a prisoner and the following 
commentary: “to survive this snuff film … I mean game … Bash with a 
baseball bat, shoot, stab, use a garrote or—one that still creeps me out—
us[e] a plastic bag to suffocate someone. See, game isn’t bad. It’s teaching 
kids not to play with plastic bags.”18 Irony does not change the fact that 
the review is destined to attract potential customers, mostly teenagers, 
and that killing and torturing appear as supreme fun.
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 While in “Between Two Deaths” Žižek connects the Abu Ghraib 
pictures to US culture, in a more elaborated and longer essay, “Radical 
Evil as Freudian Category,” he relates them to Holocaust and other 
contemporary camp and torture practices, as well as to the Marquis de 
Sade and Kant, asking if there is, perhaps, “a line from the Kantian ethics 
to the cold-blooded Auschwitz killing machine” and if there is “a legitimate 
lineage from Sade to Fascist torturing?”19 In this article, the dark side is an 
element of every culture. If Kant and Sade are two faces of the same coin, 
the first represents the superego of the law and the second its “obscene 
underside,” which enacts the dynamics of power in the boudoir. Thus the 
thriving sadomasochistic practices of contemporary democracies would 
reflect the consciousness of the secret sadistic underside of the law, not 
only in the United States but also elsewhere in the world. Perhaps the 
sadomasochistic photographs of Mapplethorpe and other similar (sub)
cultural S & M expressions do not just create, but rather recreate and 
reveal certain aspects of contemporary biopolitics through their effects 
on the body.
 Žižek explains that Sade’s novel 120 Days of Sodom should be viewed 
as the first enactment of this consciousness of the sadism of law and that 
the French Revolution starts a trend in which the human body becomes 
an object of conscious economic and political manipulation.20 In The 
Birth of Biopolitics, Michel Foucault identifies two peak moments of such 
biopolitical manipulation: when the human body came to be defined as 
“living capital” by Nazi writers in the 1930s and as “social capital” by the 
economists of the Chicago School in the 1970s.21 In Homo Sacer, Giorgio 
Agamben continues Foucault’s reflections, pointing out that biopolitics 
received its most efficient realization in German death camps, where it 
transformed into “thanatopolitics.”22 According to Agamben, even though 
Nazi politics has long been condemned, its modus operandi survived 
while camps thrived during the second half of the twentieth century. 
In fact, Agamben proposes that “camp…is a new biopolitical nomos of 
the planet.”23 Žižek, following Agamben, suggests that sadomasochistic 
practices, both in sex and in other realms of life, such as, for example, 
torturous initiation practices in student fraternities and Mapplethorpe’s 
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sadomasochistic photographs, reflect on a subliminal social consciousness 
of the fact that potentially we are all either torturers or Guantanamo 
prisoners.
 Similarly for Tony Perucci, that familiarity with the “culture of torture” 
is not particularly American, but rather characteristic of neoliberal 
economic culture’s “freedom from all constraints,” best exemplified by 
the prisons’ rules of game, which he sums up as “fight or fuck.”24 Sadism 
might thus be characteristic of American, European, or human culture, as 
our perception of spectacles of violence is historically conditioned and our 
gaze is blunted by familiarity. In this case, according to Stephen Eisenman, 
“the ‘Abu Ghraib effect’” is “a kind of moral blindness…that allows [us]…
to ignore, or even to justify, however partially or provisionally, the facts 
of degradation and brutality manifest in the pictures.”25

 Both Mirzoeff and Razack imply that the passive participation of the 
public, on which those who made and those who released the pictures 
counted, resembles the attitude of the guards. These photos place those 
of us who look at them in the position of the imperial gaze, taking the 
side of the winners, regardless of our real color or gender, projecting 
ourselves into whiteness and masculinity. To Mirzoeff, in today’s global 
world, the access to seeing corresponds to access to power. Abu Ghraib is 
about “us,” as we become deprived of the right to see what really happens 
in the world, while the media offer, as a substitute, a performative power/
pleasure spectacle often gruesomely violent but still somehow acceptable.
 Jon McKenzie argues that the War on Terror brings back “the spectacle 
of the scaffold,” which, according to Foucault, was characteristic of the 
premodern world in the changed visibility conditions of globally mediated 
spaces.26 In this sense, the kind of news coverage that the media offer us 
about the world may resemble Abu Ghraib photographs: it conceals the 
reality of what it shows. Mirzoeff warns us, however, that while we watch, 
we the public are also being seen. The spectacle is offered to us so that we 
will identify with imperial power without realizing that at any moment 
we can be turned into its victims. Mirzoeff believes that it is necessary to 
fight for our right to see behind the screen that camouflages reality and 
to oppose universal surveillance.



434 Comparative Drama

II. The Plays

The plays discussed below reinterpret the photographic performances 
of Abu Ghraib, returning them to the narratives from which particular 
photographic frames excerpted them. These plays thus reinscribe infamous 
photographs back into political contexts, personal lives, family dynamics, 
and gender, race, and species relations as they are built by the linguistic 
exchanges and bodily interactions onstage. But they do more than that. 
Theater makes use of different kinds of space—in the words of William 
Gruber, mimetic (onstage) and diegetic (offstage) space, which correspond 
to what I will call the visible and the invisible.27 Usually in a play linguistic 
exchanges between characters onstage help the public imagine the diegetic 
space. But in different kinds of production, this space offstage acquires 
varying levels of importance. For example, while in a comedy the most 
important moments tend to occur onstage, in an existential drama or in 
a tragedy it is often in the space offstage, the invisible location, where the 
intensity of meaning builds up. The exchanges onstage are meant, then, 
to convey the significance of the invisible; Waiting for Godot can serve 
as an example. In the plays analyzed below, as well as in Beckett’s play or 
in the theater of the Holocaust, what cannot be seen becomes the focus 
of the dramatic conflict, and the efforts of the protagonists concentrate 
on imagining it. This kind of theater leads us in a direction opposite to 
pornography; it faces us with what cannot be directly seen. Knowing 
what the protagonists and the public cannot see onstage requires an 
extrasensory intuition and awareness. As Walter Benjamin noted, the 
theater’s advantage over photography and film is that it partakes of a direct 
relation with the public with whom it co-experiences its performance and 
to whose reactions it can adjust.28 In this way, if, according to Dudley 
Nichols, the “social function [of the theater] is to unite people in a shared 
experience,”29 the shared experience in the plays discussed here involves 
an attempt to know what we have not seen in the Abu Ghraib pictures.

III. Guardians, by Peter Morris

The sadomasochistic fantasy that connects sex and violence, with its 
hypnotic fixation on the gaze on the tortured body, constitutes the main 
theme in Peter Morris’s Guardians, a play inspired by both British and 
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American cultural milieus. In this play the stage is split between two 
protagonists: American Girl, inspired by Lynndie England, a woman who 
appears in the photograph with an Iraqi prisoner held on a leash like a 
dog, and English Boy, inspired by a tabloid newspaper journalist who 
fabricated photographs of English soldiers’ abuse of prisoners in Iraq in 
2004. Their separate genders and social functions are responsible for the 
dramatic distance between their perspectives. Based on the real life story of 
England, twenty years old at the time of the Abu Ghraib photographs, the 
woman-soldier is represented as a victim who turned into an aggressor in 
what can be understood as self-defense. English Boy, the male journalist, 
hurts others for “fun” and in order to maintain power. Both characters 
tell their stories in alternate and fragmented monologues, revealing to 
the public something they have not seen before.
 For American Girl, her submission to the torturous sexual practices 
of Charles (an obvious reference to Charles Garner, England’s sadistic 
supervisor from Abu Ghraib) was a way to prove that she was tough and 
thus deserving to share the space of white supremacy. Like the real England 
in Errol Morris’s documentary, American Girl in Peter Morris’s play says 
that the army is a man’s world where women have to prove they are like 
men. She confesses that she went to prison smiling as she smiled in those 
pictures: “Like all the women are always smiling in the skin mags. Like 
girls everywhere learn to fake a smile. ’Cause boys can’t tell the difference” 
(58). Her behavior is thus a performance constructed to please the male 
gaze that threatened her, since all her life she has suffered abuses from 
men, including from her own family members. She believes that she has 
to become like them so as not to become their victim.
 Her entire monologue builds on the argument that she acted the 
way she did because she believed that one could be either a victim or a 
torturer, and she chose the second. She suggests that it was not her choice 
that was wrong, but rather the limited alternatives she had. Her story of 
abuse as a child, as a worker, and as a soldier points to a dysfunction in 
the system rather than an exceptional aberration because all her life she 
has found no way out of this trap. Her plight appears as an example of 
Agamben’s pessimistic reflection that “today it is not the city but rather 
the camp that is the fundamental biopolitical paradigm of the West.”30 
In other words, American Girl’s monologue suggests that what she did in 
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Abu Ghraib was caused by what had been done to her earlier in her life, 
that the abuse of women, of workers, and of female soldiers by males is 
intimately connected to the abuse of prisoners.
 After American Girl herself is sentenced and imprisoned, she realizes 
that she has been framed by “those guys [who] are like God ’cause you 
can blame ’em for all the shit that happens…but you can’t catch ’em.…
Know why?…’Cause you don’t got pictures a them. They’re invisible” (56). 
American Girl warns her public that “[w]hile you was out at the movies,” 
these invisible guys “broke into your country and stole it” (58). In other 
words, she blames the invisibility of power and the separation of the 
people from the government by the “movies” where politics is turned into 
a stupefying spectacle. This reflection reminds us of Benjamin’s fear that 
film may become a tool for the manipulation of human consciousness by 
imperial politics. He quotes Georges Duhamel’s “Scenes de la vie future”: “I 
can no longer think what I want to think. My thoughts have been replaced 
by moving images.”31 It is in those invisible circles of power separated from 
people by “movies” where, according to Guardians, the horror resides.
 Even though the circles of power are invisible, the play gives us an idea 
of how they work through the monologue of English Boy, who aspires to 
be a part of those circles. As the playwright informs us in a note, English 
Boy was inspired by the autobiography The Insider by a tabloid newspaper 
editor, Piers Morgan, who had published pictures of English soldiers 
abusing Iraqi prisoners, which then turned out to be fabricated. English 
Boy corresponds to the figure of the journalist who duped Morgan by 
supplying him with the fabricated pictures, which after publication he 
revealed not to be real. In the play he explains his motivation; he did it, not 
as supposed, because he had right-wing principles and wanted to discredit 
antiwar protesters, whom he considers “tedious,” like the newspaper editor, 
but rather in order to climb up the power hierarchy. He judged the Abu 
Ghraib photographs as a “monument to conquest, to torture-worship—
like Trajan’s Column, a pure and unmistakable exercise of Power without 
responsibilities” and thought that behind those pictures there was “the 
might of an empire” (52). With his fabricated pictures, he imitated the 
spectacle of torture—in other words, he re-performed the performance of 
power of Abu Ghraib guards—and thus became an “Influential Columnist” 
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in the Guardian. As a result, contemporary society appears as an infinite 
chain of self-replicating, pornographic power spectacles, where, as Žižek, 
Mirzoeff, and Perucci note, sadism and political ideology coincide, and 
the split between the visible and what really happens reaches paradoxical 
dimensions.
 English Boy’s motivation corresponds to that of the press, which, 
instead of searching for the truth, repeats and replicates discourses of 
power. He confesses that he always wanted a career in pornography but 
devoted himself to journalism so as not to disappoint his mother, and also 
because they are almost the same. Like the press, English Boy aggrandizes 
himself by reproducing the power play represented in the Abu Ghraib 
photographs. He reproduces this power play in the political space of a 
newspaper, and also in the private space of the boudoir. The play stresses 
that both sexuality and politics are conditioned by a sadomasochistic and 
power-driven economy of pleasure, represented as irresistible. In both 
the political and sexual domains, as Razack notes, power plays thrive on 
racial differences.
 English Boy tells us how he became attracted to a dark-skinned 
young man, Timmy, who soon became his sexual partner and whom 
he systematically beat up since, as he claims, they both enjoyed it. He 
explains that Timmy’s ultimate masochistic fantasy was to be abused 
like the prisoners in the Abu Ghraib pictures. English Boy organized a 
happening to make his boyfriend happy, photographed it, and passed the 
pictures on to his newspaper’s editor, an opponent of the Iraq war who 
published them hoping that it would strengthen the antiwar opposition 
in England. When the deceit was made public, the editor lost his job and 
English Boy got a better one as a result. For what he produced was in fact 
an imitation of the story of the pictures from Abu Ghraib; what people 
initially took for images of torture was an enacted pornographic spectacle, 
which distracted public attention from the real abuses happening in 
the war. English Boy, like the press, was rewarded for distracting public 
opinion from the issue of torture with pornography.
 If imitating power, which brings success to English Boy, coincides with 
sadism, passive resistance is depicted in the play as a masochistic ambition 
of his dark-skinned boyfriend, Timmy, who “tak[es] what they give him” 
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(53). In his ambition Timmy is, in light of what English Boy says, just like 
American Girl, who wants to prove her strength by letting her man beat 
her. This representation of a dark-skinned man as womanlike falls into a 
cliché, rendering him (and other dark-skinned subjects) as likely objects 
of domination and abuse. Thus the hatred and domination of women 
are paralleled in the play by domination and torture of a dark-skinned 
masochist by a white sadist, which, on a different level, correspond to the 
white empire and its nonwhite subjects. To this extent, English Boy says 
that politics is “like being raped,” which is sometimes mistakenly called 
“love”: “Because if we didn’t call it love, what would we call it? We’d call 
it a man’s game. Call it war. And the pleasure of war is pain. Our sexual 
conquests are military conquests, an all-male death squad: the Army of 
the Damned. Hating women, and life, and ourselves” (54). These lines are 
intensely reminiscent of Klaus Theweleit’s reflections on fascism.32

 According to the story of English Boy, it is the dark-skinned Timmy 
who, out of perverse masochism, asks to be tortured to prove his strength 
to himself. English Boy himself (or the imperial power) thus reluctantly 
resigns himself to the role of torturer, who nevertheless takes all sorts 
of advantages from the spectacle. We never hear Timmy’s version of the 
story, however, and it is not clear where the spectacle ends and real pain 
begins. It is this invisibility, this imperceptibility of pain, that is striking 
in the play in the same way as in the photographs themselves. Perucci 
writes, “The excessive violence of torture, as with performance’s excess, 
is incommunicable through the flattening artifact of the photograph.”33 
One more reason for (non)seeing appears thus as a result of photographic 
technique. The camera has the capacity to capture details inaccessible 
to a naked eye through the velocity of the flash, the range of focus, and 
the frames’ fragmentation, but these are disconnected not only from the 
subjects’ life stories and from sociopolitical context, but even from the 
subsequent gesture or facial expression. Photography thus provides for 
a different kind of (non)seeing; it turns bodies in pain into a spectacle 
designed to satisfy perverse desires of an imagined eye of the powerful. 
As Linda Williams writes in Hard Core, “studying Foucault, we begin 
to understand how a (cinematic) invention of photography is more 
than simply a technology for recording; it is a part of the very will-to-
knowledge/power scientia/sexualis.”34 In other words, photography gives 
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the illusion of power and inevitably leads to pornography, whose limit 
lies in snuff. There is, however, an important difference between the two. 
Williams notes that pornography, even in its sadomasochistic version, 
is ultimately a fantasy in which the actors consent to play roles within 
which they derive pleasure. In a setting where such consent is not possible, 
as in a prison or camp, victims can only suffer. Thus what happened at 
Abu Ghraib lies not within but rather beyond the limits of any sort of 
pornographic material, one more hidden dimension that dramatically 
distinguishes it from the spectacle arranged by English Boy and Timmy.
 The version of events given by English Boy is, however, suspicious 
since he does not seem a trustworthy character. Only Timmy, the tortured, 
an invisible/absent subject of the play, possesses the truth. It is the task 
of the public to sense this, to see through the words and descriptions 
provided by his torturer and lover. I am not sure, however, to what extent 
this perception really happens, since the play not only depicts but also 
exemplifies the process of displacement of public discussion from the issue 
of torture to that of sadomasochistic sex, as McClintock complains about 
the treatment of the subject by the press. The problem of race is reduced to 
an element of the sex game, which Razack and Mirzoeff have observed in 
the actual photographs. Guardians suggests, in line with Žižek’s thinking, 
that sadomasochism is the dark underside of the politics of Western 
culture. The play also exemplifies Razack’s argument that the racial other 
allows the white male to realize sexual fantasies forbidden within the space 
of white supremacy. The stage is dramatically split between the masculine 
and the feminine, the manipulating media and the manipulated soldier, 
in their incarnations from the dark heart of the War on Terror. Thus the 
public is confronted with a double blindness: that of the male journalist, 
whose nonseeing eyes are fixated on the pornographic power/pleasure 
spectacle, and that of the soldier Girl, who sees only what media people 
like him want to show her. The play leaves the spectator with an insight 
into mechanisms of (non)seeing but not into truth in the meaning that 
Adorno gave to it: “the need to lend a voice to suffering is a condition of 
all truth.”35 American Girl’s suffering, even after she realizes she has been 
framed, strikes us as insufficient; she is only bitter about her victimization 
and expresses no concern about her own victims’ pain.36
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IV. La paz perpetua (Perpetual Peace, 2007),  
by Juan Mayorga

While Morris’s play reflects on how pain is absent in the spectacle of torture, 
Mayorga, building on the meaning of the invisible space (offstage) where 
torture will take place, renders its horror through onstage exchanges. As 
the play begins, we see bodies lying on the floor. When they begin to move 
and interact, we realize that these are dogs’ bodies played by humans. They 
are thus, as in a number of Mayorga’s plays, at the same time humans and 
animals. We find out from their conversation, accompanied by markedly 
doglike behavior, that they await a competitive exam that will decide who 
will win the K7 collar and join an elite antiterrorist brigade. They are 
not prisoners as one might think, but soldiers, or rather, dog-soldiers of 
three different breeds. The scene is designed as a panopticon; the bodies 
of the dog-soldiers are visible from all sides. The circular stage space is 
surrounded by the public on one side, while on the other exists a balcony 
on which guards with dogs walk back and forth. Under the balcony is a 
wall with a number of closed doors. The menacing effect of the invisible 
spaces behind the doors grows as the play progresses. Behind one door 
those in charge of the design of the spectacle deliberate; behind another, a 
political prisoner awaits torture. This is how the stage space design reflects 
metaphorically the structure of invisibility responsible for wrongdoing. 
Onstage, between the two invisibles, the dog-soldiers, potential torturers, 
wait to be tested both by their supervisors and by the public. The public 
becomes involved in judging the results of the exam and engaged in the 
process of decision-making when the dog-soldiers are presented with the 
choice: to torture or not to torture.
 Soon the only human character in the play comes onstage—a woman. 
She often appears holding one of the dog-soldiers on a leash (as in the 
infamous picture of Lynndie England). This fusion of species, and the 
highlighted differences between superiors and subalterns—correlating 
here to humans and animals—is meaningful. This particular construction 
of the characters allows us to understand that the Abu Ghraib photographs 
represent a split not only between races but also between species. While 
the picture of the female soldier holding an Iraqi prisoner on a leash like 
a dog received a number of sexual interpretations, surprisingly, there is 
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no mention of sex in this play. Mayorga interprets it metaphorically as 
a relationship between dehumanized power and “unpeopled”37 soldiers, 
and also as the relation between the “human” and the “animal” in general.
 While the photograph of England holding a prisoner on a leash 
represents the executioner as a human and the victim as an animal, the 
play ends up reversing this association. The political prisoner, who waits 
on the other side of a closed door, is undoubtedly a human being. In this 
play, the prisoner is humanity itself, victimized, subjected to fear, torture, 
and death. The executioners are dog-soldiers who end up attacking the 
imprisoned human. This metaphorical reversal opens up a different level 
of reflection on war and torture, leading the public to question the human 
and its relation to animality. It obviously recalls the famous statement 
by Agamben that “in our culture, the decisive political conflict, which 
governs every other conflict, is that between humanity and animality of 
man.”38

 The place devoted to sex and sadomasochism in other plays is taken 
here by comments on the insufficiency of education that limits the 
dog-soldiers’ horizons and contributes to the hatred of other races and 
species. They comment constantly on each other’s racial features. John 
John, one of the three dog-soldiers, is a mixed-breed product of genetic 
engineering. He displays features of various races necessary for a great 
fighter. He was trained in a military school, where he learned to show his 
teeth, disarm suicide bombers, attack demonstrators, not cry from pain, 
suppress hunger and thirst, hold his body in difficult positions, endure 
sleep deprivation, and bear extreme cold, heat, and waterboarding. At 
the end of the program, teachers told the dog-students that they would 
never be normal again since they had been prepared to fight to the death 
like gladiators.
 In more general terms, John John’s description of his training makes 
us reflect on changes in the Western educational system, in which not 
only soldiers, but most people, are trained to fulfill functions in society 
mechanically rather than acquire knowledge needed for an ethical vision 
of life and informed political participation. People are educated so as 
not to understand in whose interest and against whom they act and why. 
Thus the split-screen syndrome is built into the educational curriculum 
and methodology, which in this play are compared to a laboratory-like 
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production of workers. John John’s skull was engineered so small that it 
hurts when he thinks or gets excited, and he is thus prevented from doing 
so, forced to keep taking pain killers after any attempt to transcend his 
design. This shrinkage of head size for a new generation of dog-soldiers 
symbolically represents the global powers’ attempt to form Matrix-like 
people who lack the mental resources to appreciate the real meaning 
of their situation. John John has been taught neither geography nor 
philosophy, and during an exam he is surprised when questions require 
thinking. He has been formed to obey orders and follow authority, and is 
incapable of making decisions. This might not be a futuristic scenario. Like 
this character, the soldiers involved in torture in Abu Ghraib invariably 
declared in court that they did what was expected from them. They refused 
to engage in a debate about the ethical value of their acts, claiming to lack 
the knowledge to discuss this subject.
 Even though John John’s education has not prepared him for it, the 
last part of the exam is an ethical question. The female examiner tells the 
dogs: on the other side of a closed door is a person who may have some 
information about a terrorist attack being planned on a civilian population. 
Authorities need to decide if the use of torture (euphemistically called 
“pressure”) can be authorized in order to get the truth out of him (or 
her). The invisible space on the other side of the door, where the victim 
awaits, is dramatized onstage while, during the longest part of the play, the 
dogs deliberate over whether they should find the prisoner and bite him. 
Although the audience never sees the victim, it becomes aware of his/her 
situation by following the emotional struggle and rational deliberation 
of the dog-soldiers, who suddenly face “the split” as they decide whether 
they should become victims or victimizers.
 John John first takes a bunch of pills, begs to be given a clear order, 
and then, confused, attempts to escape from the site. The second dog, Odin 
(a Rottweiler), closely reminds us of a certain kind of human involved in 
wars. He is a cynic and a mercenary, capable of working for whomever 
pays best. Like English Boy in Guardians, he believes that money and 
power are all that matter and that all talk about ideas and arguments is only 
used to hide that fact. He has an amazing sense of smell and is capable of 
recognizing mental states in humans, so we can suppose that he is right 
when he decides that humans want him to bite the victim. The third dog, 
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Enmanuel (a German Shepherd), is the only one who has received an 
education. He used to take care of a blind girl who studied philosophy. The 
lessons were read out loud to her by her father, and Enmanuel would listen 
to them and thus learned to think. He loved his mistress and volunteered 
for the antiterrorist brigades after she was killed by an explosion caused 
by terrorists. Enmanuel refuses to bite the victim, for he does not want to 
be like the terrorists. He also does not want to give them cause to attack 
and betray the values for which he fights. Furthermore, he knows that 
the girl he loved would not approve of this choice.
 The last minutes of the play consist of a condensed dialogue between 
Enmanuel and the human examiner. She says that the detainee does not 
expect any justice and that he cannot hate more than he already does. She 
argues that the terrorist will not hesitate to use any method to destroy 
his enemy, and that this is his strength. She alleges that even if there is 
no certainty that the detainee is guilty, the risk of a mistake is small in 
comparison to the risk of losing civilian lives. To Enmanuel’s argument 
that the detainee has rights and that if they violate them they will put their 
own rights in danger as well, the human responds by asking: what good 
are rights if their bearers are dead? Moreover, if they die, there will be 
no rights for anyone else because they are the heart of democracy, which 
would then collapse.
 The human tells Enmanuel that the day the danger disappears, the 
democracy that they are defending will pretend it is scandalized by their 
deeds even though now, knowing about them, it looks the other way. 
When she says that they know that they will be accused for what they 
are doing, but that, in spite of that fact, they must do it, she is obviously 
talking about torture. According to her, soldiers are expected to do the 
dirty work that democracy needs and then to accept the blame so that 
their democracy can remain “clean.” This is portrayed to them as their 
heroic sacrifice. Democracy has to remain “clean” because, as the human 
says, the War on Terror is in fact “una guerra metafísica” (a metaphysical 
war), a fight for souls (65). At the culminating moment in the play, she 
takes a surprisingly long time to convince Enmanuel (the thinking dog) 
that Kant, his favorite philosopher, would approve of torture. The dog 
refuses to believe her, but, for once, the human might be right.
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 Mayorga’s Perpetual Peace questions the real meaning and practical 
realization of Western ethical and political idealist philosophy. In other 
words, it invites us to examine our ideals and to see that they may also 
need to be modified. Kant’s moral and political treatise Perpetual Peace: 
A Philosophical Essay (1795) inspired Mayorga to write his play. Kant, 
despite being famous for his moral absolutism, believed that political 
practice would always differ from ethical ideals. In a “clausula salvatoria” 
preceding the treatise, Kant confesses that he is aware that the political 
theorist is a pedant whose empty ideas in no way threaten the security of 
the state, inasmuch as the state must proceed on empirical principles; so 
as the theorists are allowed to play their games, the practical politicians 
(“worldly-wise statesmen”) can act unbound by their ideas.39 The 
philosopher thus acknowledges one more split, namely the gap between 
the words of a “political theorist” and the deeds of a “worldly-wise 
statesman,” between theory and practice. Kant finds the awareness of the 
existence of this gap advantageous for a philosopher because it guarantees 
the statesmen’s tolerance for his “empty ideals.” Thus the moralizing 
philosopher creates his idealistic principles while acknowledging that they 
will never be realized by politicians. The “clausula salvatoria” of Perpetual 
Peace shows clearly that Western culture is regulated by two parallel codes 
of rules: the official one, written into declarations and conventions, and 
the unofficial one, which governs human behavior, and especially politics. 
Mayorga’s play should be read as an accusation that Western civilization’s 
discourses ultimately allow what they seem to condemn, especially when 
their own supremacy is at stake. In the play, this hypocrisy, more than 
any sexual practices, constitutes our culture’s “obscene underside.”40 In 
other words, the most harmful of all splits is the one between words and 
deeds, made visible by the dialogue between Enmanuel and the human.
 On a more general level, this hypocrisy may be read as the result of 
the characteristics of human language. The three dogs in the play cannot 
help but do what they say and say what they think. For humans, words 
mostly serve to camouflage intentions. Using animal figures to represent 
soldiers from the Iraq war proves ingenious here, as the final effect of the 
play results simultaneously from the positive and negative connotations 
of “dog” as a metaphor for soldier. Membership in elite army groups 
does not appear attractive if its value is expressed by the K7 dog-collar. 
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Army life, even in the elite formations, is represented as animalization, 
and as devoid of heroic and erotic dimensions. On the other hand, the 
comparison of soldiers to animals in service of a human who orders them 
to bite disarmed prisoners renders them as victims of an evil manipulation, 
which they do not suspect, and thus provides for their partial innocence. 
As in Morris’s play, they are simultaneously victims and victimizers. 
Looking at the dog-soldiers and hearing their exchanges, the public sees 
that people are turned into animals to be slaughtered like animals by 
other people who are turned into animals to slaughter them. One of the 
closing exchanges between the human and the dog-soldier, Enmanuel, 
constitutes an interesting commentary:

Humano: (…) Nunca el perro ha sido tan importante para el hombre. 
Distinguir entre lo justo y lo injusto, eso hoy sólo puede hacerlo el corazón 
de un perro. La humanidad está en peligro, no nos abandonen. Estamos 
luchando contra animales.

Enmanuel: Vencerán sin nos hacen acutar como animales. (65)

(The human: The dog has never been so important for man. Humanity 
is in danger, do not abandon us. We are fighting against animals.

Enmanuel: They will win if you make us act like animals.)

When Enmanuel says “they will win,” he refers simultaneously to the 
terrorists and also, perhaps without knowing it, to those mysterious 
supervisors who do not appear in the pictures but are in fact responsible 
for wars and torture. This sentence implies ominously that if we let “them,” 
those invisible powers, turn us into animals, nothing will stop them from 
having utter control.
 The play once ended with the death of all three dogs, gunned down. 
None succeeded in the exams; neither John John, for he could not decide 
without an order, nor Odin, because in daring to say he did not care, 
he honestly declared his cynical attitude toward the world of ideals and 
discourses, nor Enmanuel, because he decided to be faithful to the ideals of 
those discourses. They are liquidated as useless. This ending suggests that 
the only way to success demands a mastery of hypocrisy, a learning how 
to juggle between split screens. Only those who know how to reproduce 
discourses of power in a convincing way, while acting as power acts, can 
succeed, like English Boy in Guardians.
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 But Mayorga has now changed the ending of his play: the human 
makes a sign, John John and Odin prepare to attack the prisoner, and 
Enmanuel stands in their way to prevent them from doing so. As he does 
not move, they kill him and proceed to attack the victim. Thus Enmanuel 
becomes distinguished as someone who resists evil but perishes because 
he does not understand the discourses of the world surrounding him, 
for he truly believes in Kant’s morality. In this new ending, through his 
act of resistance, Enmanuel acquires in the eyes of the public the kind of 
humanity that he as a Kantian holds so high. John John and Odin survive 
to appear in the pictures from Abu Ghraib.
 If the kind of humanity that Enmanuel achieves can perhaps be 
defined as a capacity to have ethical ideas, to fight and even die for them, 
the play makes it clear that the discourses that surround us present us 
with a great number of false “ideals” in which we blindly trust, not seeing 
that they are constructed not to be followed. In other words, the play calls 
for a revision of human ethical ideals and for an education that would 
prepare us to question them by seeing through the linguistic manipulation 
to which we are subjected. Mayorga’s play suggests that Abu Ghraib is a 
logical outcome of our language’s dishonesty, which allows for the split 
between words and deeds, and which defines identity as always opposed 
to otherness, human to animal, white to nonwhite, leading to division 
and war.

V. Conclusion

Various critics who wrote about the Abu Ghraib photographs noticed 
that they seem to conceal more than they reveal. This quality has been 
attributed to certain conditions of the process of reception, namely the 
euphemistic language used by the press to manipulate public opinion, 
the distraction caused by the sexualization of the images, and the public’s 
familiarity with the racist discourses that the pictures displayed. These two 
plays, as they analyze the reality that became symbolically represented by 
the Abu Ghraib photographs, point to the crucial importance of the split 
between the visible and the concealed, a split they also interpret as a cause 
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of torture by American soldiers. Morris’s play, for example, shows that most 
people do not see what happens in the world because the media substitute 
in place of reality spectacles that divert viewers’ attention away from the 
most important issues, thus causing their indifference toward foreign 
affairs. Morris dramatizes the fight for power among the media elite, 
who have abandoned their mission of the search for truth, an important 
reason for the lack of attention to wrongdoing and harm perpetrated 
by American and English armies abroad. Both kinds of “guardians,” the 
soldiers and the press, end up guarding only their own personal interests 
while violating all sorts of ethical rules. In this way, their actions in the 
War on Terror follow the logic by which all tricks are allowed and the 
stronger side must win. In this context, Guardians connects atrocities 
committed during the War on Terror to the construction of masculinity, 
which it holds responsible for violence toward women, children, and the 
dark-skinned. Thus, not only sex but also family life (exemplified by the 
childhood experiences of American Girl) is connected to politics; this 
interconnectedness of diverse dimensions of life needs to be appreciated 
when Abu Ghraib is discussed.
 Mayorga’s play manages to relate the question of Abu Ghraib also to 
the political and ethical philosophy of Western civilization. It notes that 
its laws’ ethical consideration is split between citizenship and otherness, 
the latter constituted similarly by other species and other civilizations. As 
a result of this often invisible discrimination, war and war’s atrocities are 
produced. As the human in Paz perpetua states, we are always “fighting 
against animals”; enemies in war are like a different species, and a 
different species can be agricultural goods or the object of the hunt. As 
Judith Butler observes in Precarious Life, due to this form of racism in 
the Western press, most lives lost in the Iraq war were not mourned, as if 
they were not human at all.41 They were pushed behind the screen. This 
metaphorical chain through which the official political/ethical discourse 
slides down toward the invisible “dark underside” performed in the Abu 
Ghraib photographs, reveals that what turns civilizations into “cultures 
of torture” is the tolerated dishonesty of discursive strategies. The ethical 
principle of respect for all life is compromised through different contextual 
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codes, by which life is segregated in hierarchical modes through the 
categories of species, race, gender, and citizenship and only those on top 
stand a chance to be saved. The play suggests that in order to challenge the 
rhetoric of war, it is necessary to see, to question, and then to restructure 
these divisions as well as the hierarchies formed by them. In other words, 
instead of an infinite series of split screens, an attempt to construct a big 
picture is needed.
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