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Abstract

There is a theatricality to the narrative of the war as it is presented in the media. News

media is a mediating factor between reality and its reception. Through this process,

meaning is lost and created while different perspectives are applied, incidents are

narrated, and characters are developed. This research will look at the news coverage of

the war between Russia and Ukraine, which started in 2022, from a theatrical point of

view, and I will discuss how this presentation in the news media shares qualities with

Aristotelian ‘spectacle’. I consider Volodymyr Zelenskyy and Vladimir Putin are the

main actors in this ‘play’, and this ‘theater of war’ revolves around these two characters'

actions and words. In chapter one, I will discuss the roles of Zelenskyy and Putin, and the

theatricality of the politics that sparked and continued the war. I will discuss that the

depiction of these two major roles in Western media has qualities of Aristotelian

protagonist and antagonist. Drawing on Jonas A. Barish, I will argue that the two

characters' leaderships contain elements of mimicry and self-manifestation. I will also

discuss the metatheatricality of their presence in media in that Zelenskyy and Putin are

themselves two political actors that direct the war between the two countries.

Elements of absurdism and escapism are present in the news narrations of the war in

Ukraine in a way that the literal absurdity and escape can be viewed symbolically when

the war is presented as a spectacle which also provides content for the audience of the

news to escape to. The symbols and their references add to the layers of interpretation of

the spectacle that news media creates of this war. In chapter two of this research, I will

discuss symbolism in the spectacle by taking the example of civilians’ escape to a theater

basement in Mariupol in March 2022 after Russian forces attack. I will discuss that



Dakhilalian 4

theatricality can have an implication of escape from reality to find shelter in fictionality. I

will consider this escape as both having elements of theatricality and metatheatricality for

the audience of the news. I will also discuss post-modern intertextuality in the context of

news reports and their narration.

Chapter III focuses on the display of violence in the media, comparing the Ukraine war

with a wrestling competition as different embodiments of violence in the media.

Considering that Vitali Klitschko, mayor of Kyiv, and his brother, Wladimir, are former

wrestlers, I will discuss how these two experiences are different for the bodies that

experience them. Based on this comparison, I will analyze the way news media uses

wrestling and war in Vitali and Wladimir Klitschko’s interviews, and the way they use

wrestling as a happy ending. I will use the two ‘fighters’’ language acquisition in press

interviews as ways in which they resist the comparison of war and wrestling.

Considering the fact that the focus of this paper is an ongoing historical event, its reports

are ongoing in the different media. I am writing this paper with the knowledge that the

storyline has not come to an end yet and because of the multiplicity of voices in different

media, this investigation remains partial. The ending is deferred to an unknown time in

the future and the show continues to go on.
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Introduction

Colin Flint (2006) introduces geopolitics as a “struggle over the control of spaces and

places” (28) pointing out military forces and population as components of places in a

geopolitical context. Flint argues the significance of places saying that “[p]laces can only

be understood fully through their interactions with other places.” (9) According to him,

places are “the products of human activity” (8), and the power relation between countries

affects and is affected by places. Throughout this research, I would look at the news

media coverage of the current geopolitical conflict between Russia and Ukraine that

sparked officially on February 24, 2022, and I aim at shedding light on the theatrical

elements involved in the presentation of a number of events, characters, and politics

involved in the news media coverage of this war. I would argue that through the coverage

of the news, an Aristotelian spectacle has been created. As Koch (2018) mentions,

“spectacle depends on, and indeed reproduces, deeply political understandings of

geography” (3). Based on him, the media coverage of this war can directly influence the

audience's understanding of the geopolitical conflict. It should be noted here that I do not

claim in any way that this war is a stage, and I do not have the intention to question the

reality of this war. I would solely look at the way the news media reacts to it and goes

about it to shape an image or a cluster of information around it which contains some

theatrical elements.

In this paper, I use the term ‘media’ to refer to official news broadcasting systems that

produce and present the news to their audience globally. I would consider cameras,

reporters, and media policies as mediation factors and I will analyze the narratives they

creat. Kember and Zylinska in their 2012 book Life After New Media emphasize the
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vitality of investigating the process of mediation through media as life is “perceived as,

or, more accurately, reduced to a medium” (xiv) in this era. I would like to argue that

reality is both reduced to a medium, and simultaneously evolved into new realities.

Drawing on Ernst Jünger’s assertion in 1920s, Carol Martin mentions that the early years

that press cameras were being widely used “human perception was adapting to the

vantage point of the camera lens” (68). Ansel Adams in his book The Camera discusses

that visualization through a camera includes “departures from reality” (1) that can be

emphasized or minimized but cannot be eliminated. He discusses that even the most

realistic depiction of a subject is separated from the reality of it. He emphasizes on the

control of photographers over the ‘shot’ of reality, and the things they ignore. In narrating

the news through visuals, every step takes the narration away from reality, and this can

lead to achieving a different result and, therefore, different perceptions. Hence, every

mediating factor in making news narration, either with or without visuals, creates a

perception not identical to the other.

The purpose of this research is not to investigate one single media, rather, I aim at

showing broadcasting news media as components of an interconnected web of

information that has reflected on this war and created a spectacle of it together. This

research tries to point out some theatrical elements of the presentation of the war in

Ukraine in multiple media. Unlike news media, however, I am not trying to provide any

‘truth,’ or display any reality of war, rather, I am aiming at providing a way to look at the

documentation broadcasted through the news as truth with a lens other than the lens of

the news to suggest that the news media uses theatrical and fictional elements that make a

show of reality. I would like to look at the theatricality of the news in order to, as Bert O.



Dakhilalian 7

States (2007) discusses, “see through ‘the film of familiarity’ that blunts ‘the scene of

things’ through its reiteration.” (26)

It is important to mention that the role of the news media in this war is critical as it is

being used to have a variety of effects on its audience. John V. Pavlik (2022) refers to

‘truth’ as the subject of systemic manipulations saying that “[it] is the first casualty of

war” (2). An example of the impact of media is the way media has been employed in

Russia since the beginning of this war “to influence public opinion to support Russia‘s

invasion of Ukraine and to deflect blame for the atrocities from the Russian military and

onto the Ukrainians themselves” (Pavlik 3). In an interview with Sara Eisen, published on

May 24th, 2022, Wladimir Klitschko, a Ukrainian boxing hero, a member of the defense

army in Kyiv, and mayor of Kyiv's brother, mentions the importance of news in this war

saying that “the main weapon for Russia is its media. The people in Russia [have been]

zombied from its propaganda.” (“Former Boxer Wladimir Klitschko on Russia-Ukraine

Conflict” 6:00) He refers to Russia’s propagandist media to point out the necessity of

other narrations of this war to counter those narrations. After referring to journalists who

have been killed by Russian snipers even though it was clear that they were not members

of the army because they had ‘PRESS’ on their chest and on their helmets, Wladimir

Klitschko addresses the interviewer and says, “if you are on Ukraine soil, you are in

danger, even as journalists. Because you are going to spread the news. Because you are a

danger for [Russia]” (6:28). He believes that the counter voices can be a threat to Russia.

He also points out that one of the ways that Ukraine and the West can stand united is

through the media. He considers media as a means that has the potential to have an

impact comparable to weaponry saying that “media is one of the important weapons in
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this war” (7:01). The power of media is compared to weapons in this research and it will

be argued that similar to weaponry, media can potentially add to the agency of human

forces in battles.

In the first chapter of this research, I will argue that the news reports of the war in

Ukraine that sparked in February 2022 follow the Aristotelian form of tragedy. I will

examine the tragedy’s plot, character development, diction, and thought in the news

reports of the war and I would argue that the news reports covering the war of Ukraine

create an Aristotelian ‘spectacle’ from the war. The major focus of the first chapter will

be on the theatricality of the political actions of Volodymyr Zelenskyy, the current

president of Ukraine, and Vladimir Putin, the current president of Russia, and the way

Western media creates a protagonist and antagonist binary from them. I would argue that

this binary follows the Aristotelian idea of characters in a tragedy. It should be noted

again that I am not intending to present any truth about the characters, but I would

discuss the development of the characters along with the progression of the plot of the

war in the news media.

In the second chapter, I will discuss that the news are interconnected and they create the

spectacle of an event together. I will use this research itself as a medium to connect the

news coverage of a certain event in the war in Ukraine. Mazer (2020) argues that a

spectacle offers its spectators “ways of reading and engaging that extend well beyond the

surface” (7), In other words, the news is not just a representation of reality, but a potential

literary text and a theatrical show that provides the opportunity for more interpretation as

well as a phenomenological view.
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The destruction of the Donetsk Regional Drama Theater in March 2022 was one of the

‘spectacular’ events of the war in that a place that was used as civilians’ shelter was

bombarded by Russian forces while the word ‘children’ in Russian was written on the

grounds of the theater so the bombers would see that children were residing there. I will

argue about the content and structure of the spectacle of this event to point out the

creation of an intertext in the media coverage of this news. Through the creation of a

spectacle in media, media becomes a means that adds to the agency of human beings.

Flint (2006) argues that “agency is constrained and enabled by the structures” (212) and

refers to structures as the providers of a framework for action and argues that awareness

about these structures would lead to more informed social and political actions. I am in

no position to provide or suggest any social or political action for the (now current)

conflict between Russia and Ukraine, but through the course of this research, I would like

to shed light on some structures in the way media covers this geopolitical conflict and

refer to theatrical aspects of the presentation of real events through news media.

In the last chapter, I would compare boxing and fighting in a war and the difference

between the agency of a fighter and a boxer. The point these two corporeal experiences of

violence meet is the experience of Vitali Klitchko, mayor of Kyiv and a former boxing

champion, and his brother Wladimir, who is also a boxing champion and a member of the

Ukraine army in the war in Ukraine. I will compare their experience as boxing champions

with their experience of war as they express it through the course of the war. I will

discuss the way the news media use their past experience as a parallel experience of

fighting as world wrestling champions and fighters in the war.
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Chapter I

In the first chapter, I am going to demonstrate the existence of what I am going to

describe as the ‘theatrical’ aspect of the representation of the two prominent ‘characters’

in the war between Russia and Ukraine in the media: the political leaders Volodymyr

Zelenskyy and Vladimir Putin, who were respectively presidents of Ukraine and Russia

when the 2022 war between the two countries officially started. To prove the theatricality

of the characters’ actions, I will argue that the war’s representation in Western media

follows the Aristotelian model for tragedy and drawing on Aristotle’s argument in

Poetics, I will discuss that the two presidents are ‘characters’ that contribute to the

theatricalization of the representation of reality. I would also argue that the characters are

primarily theatrical as they perform their political role; however, according to Jonas A.

Barish’s The Antitheatrical Prejudice, since we cannot separate reality from theatricality

in human behavior, there is ‘reality’ lying behind the theatricality of characters. In the

examples investigated in this chapter, the media becomes the stage in which Putin and

Zelenskyy as two actors/politicians act as two characters that add metatheatrical elements

to the show.

Aristotle describes tragedy as a form of “imitation of action” (11) which unavoidably

differs from reality. He considers six necessary parts of tragedy, “Plot, Character, Diction,

Thought, Spectacle, Song” (11). The importance of Character in Aristotelian tragedy is in

that it can incorporate other elements of tragedy and make them work together. In his

1884 essay The Art of Fiction, Henry James puts out this question, “[w]hat is character

but the determination of incident? What is an incident but an illustration of character?”

Though he points out the interdependency of characters and incidents to illustrate the
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distinction between the novel of character and the novel of incident, his argument

highlights the importance of characters in the creation of a plot.

Aristotle demonstrates that mythos or plot is “the imitation of the action” (16) which is

itself caused by dianoia or thought and character. Character is an “imitation of men in

action” (3). While the character is the manifestation of moralities, thought is “a general

maxim [that] is enunciated” (13) and a more indirect way to produce emotions in the

audience which, together with character, constitute the plot. Also, character is the second

more important component of tragedy after the plot, “the soul of a tragedy,” (Aristotle 13)

which is built upon events and actions in a work. In other words, plot provides the

context in which a character appears, acts, and reacts. Character also makes possible

Aristotelian spectacle or opsis. Spectacle refers to “the way in which the visible features

of drama are arranged on the stage and includes [...] scenery, costumes, [and] the entrance

and exit of the actors” (Halliwell 18) which are possible through the body of the

character. According to Carol Martin, the creation of a tragedy as a “spectacle” is through

“the repetition of [its] visuals,” (69) especially through characters.

The plot, in this chapter, refers to the actions and events narrated by the news

broadcasting systems from the incidents that happened (and are happening) in Ukraine

during the time of war. Narrative, as defined by Abrams and Harpham, is “a prose or

verse, involving events, characters, and what the characters say and do” (233) In

theatrical works, “the narrative is not told but evolves by means of the direct presentation

on stage of the actions and speeches of characters.” (233) Narrative, based on Aristotle,

should employ action, which is through character. I will use narrative as a context that

presents and is presented by political characters, Putin and Zelensky. Out of all the
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characters that play significant roles in the plots presented in the news, I will investigate

on Zelensky and Putin as they play prominent, and opposing roles in the news of the war

since they represent two sides of the war and their actions will be proven to have a

theatrical element.

Aristotle argues that it is necessary for prominent characters in tragedy to be “either of

stature or inferior” (5) and he points out that their good or evil characteristics need to be

exaggerated. This makes the event much more likely to gain public attention1 (Reinelt 74)

which is the intention of the creation of content by media providers (Webster and Ksiazek

2012, Reed 2018) Before the war between Russia and Ukraine officially began on the

24th of February 2022, Putin and Zelensky had reputations in Western media, neither of

which were very positive. Putin had a reputation for being a “dictator” (Tisdall),

“propagandist” (Manjoo), and “violent” (Maceda and Austin) for long. On the other

hand, Zelensky, with his background in show business, which will later be discussed, was

negatively criticized when he was running for Ukraine’s 2019 presidential election

(Applebaum). As reported by BBC, “a comedian with no previous political experience,

has become one of the frontrunners in Ukraine's presidential election.” (“The Comedian

Who Could be President”) However, as it will be discussed, their reputations did not

remain the same since the narratives of news media about them changed drastically by

the spark of the war.

In looking at the characters through media narrations, my focus is not on the morality and

immorality of the characters, but on how the way the media has presented them as moral

1 The word event is the closest translation of Aristotle’s concept of Pragmata, the
construction, and composition of which is a definition of the mythos (Halliwel 141).



Dakhilalian 13

and immoral characters. I would discuss that the media created a hero and a villain while

facing a ‘tragic conflict,’ the war. Indebted to Aristotle’s poetics, a tragic conflict includes

the clash of two opposing forces. The subject of the conflict in this context is land, the

conflict itself is the war, and the opposing forces are Russia and Ukraine. Standing on the

two sides of the war are the two characters Putin and Zelensky who act and react towards

the conflict, and one another. Reinelt argues the “unambiguously defined” characters who

are presented as “clear victims” and “villains” tend to have more effect on the audience.

(74) Since attracting public attention is the intention of the creation of content by media

providers, (Webster and Ksiazek 40) it is likely that the media create victims and villains

while presenting a character in a narrative. As will be discussed, this model has been

incorporated into how the media portrays the ‘characters’ of Putin and Zelensky in the

conflict.

In a tragic conflict, the characters tend to appear as villainous or heroic “based entirely on

the appearance of another character” (Grizzard et. al. 275). This is relevant to the current

study at hand because the depiction of good and evil characters is evident in the news

reports of main Western news broadcasts in their reports of the war between Russia and

Ukraine. As an example, with the beginning of the war, Zelensky has become the

“darling of the Western media” (Chakravarty) not entirely based on who he is, but who he

is not. In other words, as a result of his placement on the other side of a conflict

involving Putin, which was discussed to have had a bad image in Western media,

Zelensky took the role of a hero in Western media. David Leonhardt, The New York

Times journalist in his article An Unlikely Hero published in March 2022 points out the

radical change of Zelensky’s character in Western media after the spark of the war saying
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that he “did not seem like an international symbol of courage when Russia began

threatening to invade Ukraine in recent months.” (Leonhardt) In other words, Zelensky’s

character in Western media during wartime is not just based on his own actions but also

based on his opponent's. The construction of Putin and Zelensky’s characters in Western

media during wartime is not entirely based on their own actions but also based on the

other ones' actions.

Meanwhile, Affective dispossession theory (ADT) suggests reasons for the judgments

towards media narratives and the way this judgment is created towards this mediating

narrative (Raney 10). According to affective disposition theory, “the same character is

judged as heroic or villainous based entirely on the appearance of another character”

(Grizzard et. al. 275). According to this theory, “viewers of narratives develop

dispositions toward characters through various cues, including appearance and behavior.”

I have been a consumer of Western and non-Western media and from where I am

positioned, I see that the political leaders, Putin and Zelensky, are positioned in a

spectrum between protagonist and antagonist according to the criteria involved in the

media in which they are presented. Aristotle believes that production, poiesis, depends on

the character of the writers and their tendency to improvise or imitate. (10) In the case of

broadcasting media systems, writers or journalists are only one of the factors that affect

the production. Another mediating factor aside from/in control of the writer is ‘media

bias’ which “affects both the content of stories and which stories are reported” (Baron 2).

An example of this is the way two different media reported the start of the war in

Ukraine. On 24th of February 2022, the day that marked the start of the war, New York

Times published an article The Invasion of Ukraine: How Russia Attacked and What



Dakhilalian 15

Happens Next on this invasion. Under the subsection “Why did Russia invade?” the

article explains that “Mr. Putin has long sought to assert some control over his neighbor,

which was once part of the Russian empire and the Soviet Union.” the reason for the start

of the war as Putin’s decision so that “Russia [...] regain the power that it once had.”

(Ramzy) While this puts emphasis on that this war has been planned by Putin for long,

few days before the invasion, on February 10th, 2022, Iranian media, Press TV, after

publishing news about “West's 'fake news' of Russian plan to invade Ukraine,” (“Envoy

rejects West's 'fake news' of Russian plan to invade Ukraine”) and calling the possibility

of war a “Western war propaganda” (“The day that Western war propaganda failed”) on

February 18th, 2022, on March 4th, 2022 calls the war a “move” which “was provoked

by NATO's eastward expansion and the military alliance's refusal to give security

guarantees to Russia” instead of calling it Putin’s direct act to regain power over Ukraine.

They also criticized Western media for “choosing” to highlight this conflict and as Putin,

they call it a “military operation” launched by Russia. (“Ukraine: Some refugees more

equal than others”)

According to what discussed above, the way the actions of characters, dramata or doings,

are presented is what makes characters villains or heroes in a tragedy. In other words, the

media, in general, ‘imitate’ Putin and Zelensky and present a narrative based on them. As

Aristotle argues, each imitation of reality differs from the other for they are “imitations in

different things, of different things, or differently and not in the same way.” (169)

Therefore, the representation of the characters, Zelensky and Putin, in the media depends

on different mediating factors as well as their own characteristics and actions as

presidents of the two countries. As it will be argued, imitation plays a fundamental role
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not just in the representation of characters in the media, but in the way characters ‘act’ on

a political stage.

Jonas A. Barish argues in his book Antitheatrical Prejudice that theatricality has

historically been associated with narrowness and artificiality of action and character;

however, theatricality is hardly a separable particle of human existence. He argues that

theatricality is so intermingled with the way humans interact with the world, that “[t]he

search for authenticity involves a denial of theater” (451) In fact, pure identity is not

accessible without an active ignorance of the intrinsic mimicry and exhibitionism of

actions. Likewise, “theater itself is a denial of reality;” (451) therefore, to investigate

theatricality, onlookers should unavoidably modify their perception of reality but there

still exists underlying reality in theatrical contexts. Accordingly, in the context of

theatrical politics, theatricality and reality are entangled and are presented on the same

stage. They are interrelated components of political identities. In other words, reality and

theatricality of the actions and identities can be denied when the distinction between the

stage and reality is shattered through media. On the contrary, Egginton (2002), defines

theater as a means that “can function as an instrument of reification precisely by

convincing the spectator that behind its play of appearance there is a certain and stable

reality, a reality that conforms to the desire of ultimate self-identity.” (152) Egginton’s

idea links theatricality of behavior to a representation the foundation of which is ‘the

real.’

Aristotle argues, imitation or mimesis is the “natural” way for humans to develop actions

from an early age. Building on the theatricality of actions, political acts become

imitations as well, and as discussed earlier, political characters, Zelensky and Putin are
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actors in an Aristotelian tragedy. Alan Read in his 2003 book Theatre and Everyday Life:

An Ethics of Performance places himself against the assumption that “all the world’s a

stage” and that “[this] has become part and parcel of political and media analysis.” He

argues that when using theatricality for the quotidienne, we are metaphorically using it to

represent “a vocabulary of pretense.” (14-15) To avoid a broad association of theatricality

to political actions, I would like to clarify that while talking about the theatricality of

Zelensky and Putin’s actions, my focus is on “micro-theatres,” as Reed puts them, that

are “in constant states of emergence and disappearance” in the context of the war in

Ukraine. That being said, I consider the actions that have been captured by the camera

and with the characters’ awareness of the camera as theatrical; however, as I mentioned

earlier, I do not consider actions, even the ones captured by the camera, as fully

theatrical, but I consider them as having underlying reality.

Drawing on Aristotle, Mariska Leunissen argues that “character is discussed mainly in its

role as the bearer of morality.” He defines morality as “a virtuous state of character […]

that makes a person well-disposed with regard to emotions and capable of performing

actions.” (2012) According to Williams’ idea of morality as “merely subjective,” (14) the

depiction of morality, therefore, can be subjective as well. Kember and Zylinska in their

2012 book Life After New Media emphasize the vitality of investigating the process of

mediation through media as life is “perceived as, or, more accurately, reduced to a

medium” (xiv) in this era. Carol Martin Drawing on Ernst Jünger’s assertion in 1920s,

Carol Martin mentions that “human perception was adapting to the vantage point of the

camera lens.” (68)
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The two characters, Putin and Zelensky, owe their characters to the mediation of camera

and media. According to Carol Martin, with the growth of technology, our “experience of

the real” (5) has been expanded to include different media. Putin’s character have been

affected by his image in the media. Political journalist Vladimir Pozner, an independant

journalist, believes that American media created Putin. According to his lecture in

October 2018 at Yale, He argues that Putin’s character is a reaction to American politics

and media. He discusses that American politics’ relation with Putin’s is affected by

America's pre-established idea of Russia. This idea hasn't been much positive as

according to his research, between the years 2015 to 2017, there haven’t been “any

positive article about Russia” published in the New York Times. (“Vladimir Pozner: How

the United States Created Vladimir Putin”) Zelensky, too, has experienced this effect that

challenged the realms of reality in creation of an identity. In the 2019 Ukraine election,

his electoral campaign was “world’s first successful presidential campaign that was

entirely virtual” (Karatnycky 2019) According to Karatnycky, he has avoided

face-to-face campaigning, press conferences, and barely had interviews. His

characteristics at the time of the election were dependent on the persona he had created in

the show. According to BBC in 2019, Zelensky’s presidential campaign was “blurring the

line between fact and fiction, as he stars in a hit TV series in which he plays a teacher

who unexpectedly becomes president.” (“The Comedian Who Could be President”)

Zelensky used the name of the series he was starring in, Servant of the People, as his

presidential campaign's slogan. His actual background in performing arts makes

Volodymyr Zelensky more of an actor in this political context, being an actor and a

comedian from 1995 to 2019, the year he was elected as the president of Ukraine.
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The role of the camera in depicting politics is critical. According to Ansel Adams, a

camera “can function as an extension of the eye in ‘reaching out’ into the world.” (9) In

other words, by looking at the camera as the eyes of potential spectators that are seeing or

going to see the scene(s) and the movements captured by it, the frame becomes a scene.

By adding an audience, even when their physical bodies are not present in the area,

actions can be theatrical through the mediation of a camera. In a political context, by

placing the object of the camera, politicians become the subject of gaze for an audience.

As discussed earlier, in news media, frames are captured because of gaining attention of

an audience. In other words, the camera adds theatricality to politics as it is being

performed. Therefore, political characters and their acts are not just theatrical because of

the theatrical nature of taking the role of politicians, but also because of the presence of a

camera.

The theatricality of the actions, however, is also partly tied to the actors’ consciousness of

the camera. This consciousness can be seen especially when actors face the camera and

talk to it. Birke and Warhol argue that “Television uses direct address in a more theatrical

way than cinema: staged drama and television genres like newscasting [...] present

themselves as directed to an audience, while in cinema the direct address to the camera is

avoided or experienced as transgressive.” (141) When character “makes self-conscious

use of direct address as a narrative device,” the presentation of self “exemplifies the way

television relates itself to the theatrical.” (Beaumont 2021) In other words, the

consciousness of characters about the presence of a camera can potentially make their

presence simultaneously a representation. Therefore a politician who faces the camera to

talk, or even when they are aware of being captured by camera, is a politician, a true self,
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and acts like a politician, an actor, at the same time. As Jon Ericson puts it, “[h]owever

we may be caught up in a naturalistic and realistic play in the theatre, it is not true that

theatricality is not at work” (Erickson 2003) With the use of a camera, the same imitation

of reality can occur but the dissimilarity between imitation and reality is removed to a

lesser amount. In fact, by placing the camera in front of a person, that person becomes an

actor while performing themselves. In other words, the stage is brought to the real place

of its occurrence, in real-time. Just like the example of realistic painting and

photography, there is an imitative quality in filming something/someone instead of

writing a play based on them, hiring cast members, and directing a theater. With the

technology of a camera, the inconsistencies can be reduced to a minimum.

Jonas A. Barish divides (1969) behaviors into inauthentic and authentic ones; to behave

inauthentically is “to settle for a hand-me-down part, one fashioned for us by others,”

(476) and to behave authentically is “to perform ‘acts,’ to invent [oneself] from nothing,

neither shamed nor frozen into ineffectuality by the sea of faces that surrounds [them].”

(476) Creating one’s own character without being affected by the judgment of the

onlookers (which, as discussed before, can be the people who are seeing it in-person, or

the audience that see the videotapes), without “pretending to ignore them,” Barish argues.

He emphasizes the importance of the point of view of the onlooker on the performer's

choice of action but his definition of action is not limited to behaviors and dialogues.

Barish argues that an inauthentic behavior is “ape by performing ‘gestures,’” and he

defines gestures as “rituals designed to make [one] feel at ease in [their] borrowed

costumes.” (476) Barish refers to costumes in a figurative and literal way to refer to

adopted behaviors and actions that are not one’s own, and also refer to their literal
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costumes as well. Hann and Bach in their article Critical Costume argue that “[c]ostume

is simultaneously an action, an object, a craft, [and] a means of giving bodies context” (4)

In his interview with NBC journalist Richard Engel for Aspen Ideas Festival on June 28,

2022, Zelensky appeared in front of the camera with a black t-shirt with “I’M

UKRAINIAN” white print on it and military pants. The visual clues that are used in this

interview bring the war into a scene that is separated from the battlefield. Although a

camera is placed in the room and the interview itself is theatrical, Zelenskyy’s use of a

costume that challenges the norms of a president’s costume modifies his role as a leader

of a country to a role closer to the role of a soldier and adds another layer of theatricality

to the interview. This scene of the show is an interview, however, the costume and the set

design (which will be discussed later in this chapter) speak of the intentions and the

potential future actions of Zelenskyy as a companion to the soldiers who are fighting in

the war. The costume seeks to shatter the social hierarchies by bringing a president into a

class of a soldier.

In this interview, Zelensky mentions that “when a terrorist state is attacking you, only a

show of strength can stop it and strength is in unity.” By this, Zelensky places himself,

and Ukraine, as oppressed by a dominant power and finds solution in a pretense of power.

According to Alan Read, “acting [is] central to any conscious process of resistance” (15)

He brings in the importance of theatrical presentation in the context of war while

presenting the other side as “terrorist” a word that is associated with attacking unarmed

civilians according to Oxford Dictionary. In this interview, Zelensky compares the

violence against civilians in Bucha, the city he personally visited, with a Hollywood

movie noting that the shock is different. He describes the moment of realization that what
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is happening is reality and he mentions that “reality is more terrifying than [a] film” (18)

“there is less plot than a Tarantino movie [….] and you understand that reality is scarier

than any movie,” and he points out the capability of people to act with atrocities as such

has been seen in Bucha. Engel asks Zelensky about his previous job as an actor and a

comedian, and he responds by emphasizing on being a Ukrainian rather than a president

and a previous actor. “They are fighting for some fantasies about Nazism.” (“Ukrainian

Pres. Zelenskyy Interviewed By Richard Engel For Aspen Ideas Festival”)

Homi Bhabha in his 1983 article The Other Question… The Stereotype and the Colonial

Discourse points out an important feature of colonial discourse which is “its dependence

on the concept of ‘fixity’ in the ideological construction of otherness.” (18) In his theory

of colonial discourse, Bhabha argues the role of repetition of paradoxical modes of

representation which “connotes rigidity and an unchanging order as well as disorder.”

(18) In other words, through the association of words with concepts like Nazism that

already have fixed negative connotations, stereotypes are created. This bears witness to

the current repetition of Russian media of its own colonial fantasy for which it creates a

spectacle of Ukraine through ideological fictions of Nazism in Ukraine.

I argued earlier about the theatricality of the representation of characters in the spectacle

of war that shares some qualities with Aristotelian tragedy. Other than that, this show

shares some elements with metatheatre in how the major characters are depicted. Thomas

G. Rosenmeyer in his “Metatheater: An Essay on Overload” points out the difference

between heroes in metatheatre and tragedy. He explains that in metatheatre, “the

characters show themselves to be aware of being on a stage; they are self-conscious, both

about themselves as characters and about their status as actors playing characters, unlike
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the heroes of tragedy who carry out their missions without looking into themselves.” (88)

After Ukrainian forces pushed Russian forces out from the suburbs around Kyive, on

April 4th, 2022, Zelensky personally visited Bucha, “a city in which Russian forces have

been accused of slaughtering civilians.” (“Ukraine war: President Zelensky visits site of

alleged atrocities in Bucha”) He seems “desperate” according to journalist Richard Engel

in the photos taken from him in that setting. While Zelensky was filmed walking in the

streets of Bucha as not being aware of the journalists and cameras, in a part of his walk

he stands in front of the journalists, facing the camera to reflect on the atrocities of

Russian forces and their genocide in Bucha. He mentions in his interview with reporters

in the ruins of Bucha that “it is very important for us to see journalists here”2 which

indicates the intentionality and awareness of being recorded while he walks in a time that

according to journalist Richard Engel, there was a risk of being terrorized by the Russian

for him.

Another element of metatheatre is that “characters tend to improvise.” (Rosenmeyer 88)

As I discussed in this chapter, Putin and Zelensky are not just presented differently in the

media, but also act differently even though their roles are similar and they are both

presidents. A part of my focus in this chapter has been on political roles having theatrical

elements, and politicians sharing qualities with actors. In doing so, I have tried not to

have an absolutist view that the politicians’ acts and speeches are prewritten –and I have

not denied it either. As Kelleher discusses, actors “seem to have all the freedom in the

world to do whatever they like, even the freedom not to do anything at all. But at the

2

https://www.france24.com/en/video/20220404-ukraine-s-zelensky-visits-bucha-says-killings-will-b
e-deemed-genocide

https://www.france24.com/en/video/20220404-ukraine-s-zelensky-visits-bucha-says-killings-will-be-deemed-genocide
https://www.france24.com/en/video/20220404-ukraine-s-zelensky-visits-bucha-says-killings-will-be-deemed-genocide
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same time they seem constrained, as if all their choices are somehow being made for

them somewhere else, and as if every move they make is basically a renewed attempt to

deal with this peculiar situation.” (62) So in dealing with a political actor, the actor is free

and restricted, and decides on what model to follow, imitate, and depart from. Since the

start of the war, Zelensky has presented a leader who is more like a normal person who

wears army green shirts and has an army haircut and an unshaved beard. On the other

side of the conflict, Putin does not show this companion with his people with how he

looks, instead, he appears with a formal suit and shaved face with almost no difference

from before the start of the war.

In this chapter, I talked about the subjective representation of Putin and Zelensky in the

media, and the theatricality of their actions. There are very few examples covered to

represent media coverage of the two characters but covering all the news from Western

and non-Western news media is beyond this chapter. I acknowledge that Western and

non-Western is a broad categorization which creates a binary between a big range of

news coverage but my aim was to decipher the possibility of an underlying theatricality

in politics and politicians. For this investigation, I chose the presidents of the countries

which are currently at war because I believe it is important because the world is affected

by the war and its news has been everywhere in the past few months. Throughout this

chapter, I have tried not to create yet another persona for these characters, but to argue

that they are real-life antiheroes as the morality of their actions are ambiguous, and to

argue that both of them are discrepant from protagonists and as Abrams and Harpham

define anti-heros, they are complex characters who are to some extent “petty,

ignominious, passive, clownish, or dishonest.” (16)
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Chapter II

In March 2022 Mariupol was attacked by the Russian forces and civilians were gradually

taken outside of the city; however, some found shelter in the theater basement in Donetsk

Regional Academic Drama Theater (Kakissis). The refuge to the drama theater was

reflected in the news especially after the building was destroyed as a result of two

bombardments by the Russian forces that happened close to the theater that resulted in

the destruction of the building. In this chapter, I will discuss that the interconnected

mediatization of this event by different media creates a spectacle of the brutality of war

from the event which is created by the media collectively and shares some qualities with

the theater of the absurd. I will also discuss that while this event is presented as a

spectacle, the presentation of civilians’ escape to the Donetsk Drama Theater in the

media can be viewed as an escape for the audience to the literal escape of civilians into

the drama place.

The multiplicity of narratives of the same event by news broadcasting systems results in

their dependency on one another in creating meaning. In other words, a news report

moves between other news reports, validates, finds validation, and builds upon the

meaning already created. Graham Allen discusses this notion in literary works saying that

“[m]eaning becomes something which exists between a text and all the other texts to

which it refers and relates, moving out from the independent text into a network of

textual relations. The text becomes the intertext.” (1) In other words, the meaning of a

text is interwoven with other texts, and therefore, meaning is relational, uncertain, and

evolving. Drawing on Ronald Barthes, Allen argues, “The idea of [...] intertextuality,

depends [...] on the figure of the web, the weave, the garment [...] woven from the threads
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of the ‘already written’ and the ‘already read’” (6). In other words, meaning is neither

original, nor unique, but it comprises a web of dependent references that repeat and

reflect on one another. Allen also sheds light on the experience of the readers in that each

reader has been exposed to a number of the content that has been produced and therefore

each individual has a different web of meaning created for them.

Positioned within intertextuality, the term ‘intermediality’ is introduced. Lehtonen (2001)

explains intermediality as “intertextuality transgressing media boundaries” however,

Shail (2010) expands the idea of intermediality to not solely refer to the content of the

material that is produced and consumed. He refers to intermediality as “a trait of certain

objects” the genealogy and formation of which is different but in relation to one another.

In his argument he also refers to ‘plurimediality’ as “the functioning of a media object as

if it is an object in another medium.” According to Shail, the quality of an intertext can

also be applicable to the content, meaning, and presentations in the form of text, video,

image, or a combination of them which can be interrelated in the way meaning is

perceived. Based on Shail’s idea, it can be argued that news coverage by different media

broadcasting systems, whether they are written, oral, visual, etc. create a web of

interdependent meaning around an event when they cover its news. They might not

necessarily be in line with one another, but the ‘plurality’ of which creates a spectacle of

an event that contains particles of different data transferred to an audience through

different media. Herkman (2012) asserts that “communication takes place by increasing

the number of media channels and communication technologies, which are inherently

linked to each other, but which also have histories and traditions of their own – traditions

that cannot be reduced to a single concept of convergence.” (369) Herkman refers to the
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‘plurimediality’ as different voices that complete each other while conjoined. He also

argues that identifying biases and sidings of each media might not always be definite and

specific; therefore, the investigation on one media might be neither completely accurate

nor possible as there are many mediating factors inside the organization of any media. He

uses convergence as an umbrella term that “covers various technological and economic

changes in the media and communication industries. A certain vagueness and

intangibility has characterized the discourse on convergence, which has included [...]

organizational, systemic, structural and cultural forms.” (371) Based on him, the

emergence of a spectacle is dependent on the multiplicity of different media and is not

restricted to one. For this reason, I avoid analyzing and relying on a single broadcasting

system throughout this research; rather, I attempt to focus on the spectacle they create

collectively.

As it will be discussed in the next chapter, comparatively with boxing, as a result of

developing non-sympathetic feelings towards the rivals, fighters are compelled to act in a

way which exploits weakness in their rivals. I would argue that the points of vulnerability

and weakness are the targets of a rival in a competition or a fight. In the event which is

the focus of this chapter, the point of Russian forces’ attack is Ukrainian civilians, the

unarmed population. The point of weakness in this scale, as will also be argued in the

third chapter, is determined by the bodies’ destructive powers in the context of war. As

argued by Deleuze and Guattari (1987), “[w]e know nothing about a body until we know

what it can do, in other words, what its effects are, how they can or cannot enter into

composition with other affects, with the affects of another body, either to destroy that

body or to be destroyed by it, either to exchange actions and passions with it or to join
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with it in composing a more powerful body” (257). Jane Bennet (2010) also argues that

‘affect’ is “relational” and not restricted to human bodies. Instead, bodies can be

‘enchanted’ by the agency that non-human objects, according to their potential, add to the

bodies of human subjects. She also discusses that these enchantments can “produce

(helpful, harmful) effects in human and other bodies.” (xiii) She refers to them as

‘catalysts’ that strengthen the agency of the bodies that use them and clarifies that the

power of the catalysts is “not transpersonal or intersubjective but impersonal, an affect

intrinsic to forms that cannot be imagined (even ideally) as persons.” (xii) She completely

distinguishes the catalysts from the human body and considers it an external object.

According to Bennet’s definition, it can be argued that in the context of war, the catalyst

to enhance bodily power is weaponry. It can also be argued that based on the relationality

of ‘affect’ for Deleuze and Guattari, in the context of war, the bodies without weapons

are with very limited or no affect since the degree of affectiveness is dependent on other

bodies and in a conflict like a war, affectiveness is dependant on not just human bodies,

but also on the objects employed by them. Therefore, it can be argued that bodies without

weapons are considered weak points.

Human rights group Amnesty International called the attack on Donetsk Drama Theater

“a clear war crime” (“Deadly Mariupol theatre strike ‘a clear war crime’”) by Russian

forces since the theater building has been a shelter for civilians who could not leave the

city. News broadcasts have collectively borrowed Amnesty International’s conviction of

Russian crime and some used it as the opening of their news report to then explain the

details of the bombardment. The investigation conducted by Amnesty International

became the connecting point of a number of content produced by news broadcasting
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systems. In the site that was attacked by the Russian forces, as mentioned earlier,

according to Amnesty International, “hundreds of civilians were sheltering.” The attack

of the unarmed civilians, who were sheltering in a basement, is an act of hitting the weak

point, which is against International Humanitarian Laws (IHL). According to

International humanitarian law (IHL) “[p]rior to any attack, members of the military are

required to take steps to ensure that they are reasonably certain they are not targeting

civilians and civilian objects.” (“Deadly Mariupol theatre strike ‘a clear war crime'”) As

this has been an attack on civilians, it can be argued that the projection of this event in the

media creates a theatrical spectacle of human brutality and human suffering.

According to BBC and a number of other news broadcasting systems, aerial images from

the theater showed that “the Russian word for ‘children’ [Дети] had been marked on the

ground in large letters in two locations outside the theatre at least two days before it was

hit.” In creating the emotional effect of this spectacle, the word ‘children’ written on the

ground plays a significant role. It can be argued that civilians used a word to create their

own spectacle to communicate with the bombers and to call for their sympathy. However,

apathy is developed in fighters against their so-called ‘enemy.’3

The spectacle of the suffering of civilians in Donetsk drama theater shares qualities with

the theater of the absurd. After fleeing to the Donetsk drama theater, the civilians had

been isolated in the basement of the theater. As Washington Post reports, “[p]eople had

packed into the basement, foyer and the dressing rooms backstage in the hope of escaping

Russia’s bombardment of Mariupol.”4 They have been isolated in the theater and as

Global News refers to one of Zelenskyy’s social media posts on Russia’s strategy of

4 Inside the Mariupol theater attack: ‘I heard screams constantly’ - The Washington Post
3 The Psychology of Apathy: The Psychoanalytic Quarterly: Vol 18, No 3 (tandfonline.com)

https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/2022/03/25/ukraine-mariupol-theater-deaths/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/21674086.1949.11925763?journalCode=upaq20
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isolating the cities and regions “with the goal of creating [...] miserable conditions.”5

Martin Esslin (1960) in his The Theater of the Absurd, defines one element of the Theater

of the Absurd saying that they “share the [...] deep sense of human isolation and of the

irremediable character of the human condition.” (4) Esslin refers to theater of the Absurd

as a representation of the shared and communal experience of isolation and its potential

to be generalized to the state of humankind as a whole which makes this theater a

spectacle of human suffering and misery.

Esslin also defines ‘pure theatre’ as a theater in which “everything that happens seems to

be beyond rational motivation.” (3) He argues that in spite of the randomness of the

(tragic) events and their inability to follow a line of cause and effect in the works that he

considers as ‘pure theater’, they still arouse interest and gain the audience's attention. He

indicates that this is the “living proof that the magic of the stage can persist even outside,

and divorced from, any framework of conceptual rationality.” (5) One point of emphasis

in reporting the attack to Mariupol Theatre, which as mentioned earlier made it a “clear

war crime,” was its bombardment in spite of the visual/written clues for the bombers that

children are sheltered in the theatre building. According to Global News, “Russian word

for ‘children’ is painted in large white letters on the tarmac at the front and back.”6

Created by the civilians with the hope of not being attacked by the Russian forces,

however, the connection between the cause and the effect of their action is lost and the

action is left without any result with respect to its expected consequence. Childrens’

association with innocence, however, can potentially arouse the audience’s emotions but

6 In photos: Collapsed remains of Mariupol theatre after Russian airstrike - National |
Globalnews.ca

5 In photos: Collapsed remains of Mariupol theatre after Russian airstrike - National |
Globalnews.ca

https://globalnews.ca/news/8695278/satellite-image-mariupol-theatre-ukraine-russia-war/
https://globalnews.ca/news/8695278/satellite-image-mariupol-theatre-ukraine-russia-war/
https://globalnews.ca/news/8695278/satellite-image-mariupol-theatre-ukraine-russia-war/
https://globalnews.ca/news/8695278/satellite-image-mariupol-theatre-ukraine-russia-war/
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the disconnection between the written word ‘children’ on the ground and its

non-effectiveness in the context of this war contributes to the creation of a spectacle of

brutality, particularly of the Russian side of the conflict or as Wladimir Klitchko

mentions in an interview, “they need Ukrainian territory but [...] not the population.”7 It

should be noted that I do not claim that this event is in any way staged or ‘created’ to

have a specific effect; but the way it has been narrated, simultaneously shares some

aspects with the theater of the absurd while having the effect of an Aristotelian tragedy.

In the reports of the attack on the theater, the depiction of violence and suffering can be

considered as a fabulation and theatricalization of reality and follow the effect of

Aristotelian tragedy. Harpham and Abrams explain that “Aristotle [...] sets out an account

for the undeniable, though remarkable, fact that many tragic representations of suffering

and defeat leave an audience feeling not depressed, but relieved, or even exalted.” (405)

He also refers to catharsis as an effect that creates the ‘pleasure of pity and fear’ as a

distinctive quality of tragedy and the organization of a tragic plot. Danner also argues that

the effect of presenting violence on a stage is beyond this pleasure saying:

For the tellers of stories, [...] violence offers, beyond the inherent emotional
charge, the lure of resolution. To suspense, the engine of narrative, violence
supplies, climax, and catharsis. From political conflict, the melding of thesis and
antithesis that moves history, violence extracts synthesis. Whether by war, coup
d’etat, revolution, or terror, violence is the continuation of politics by other
means. When power re-emerges from society and embodies itself as violence the
underlying realities of politics are laid bare. (xvii)

Danner points out that the entertainment and emotional aspect of the display of violence

can potentially hide the political aspect of the news for its audience by referring to the

fictionality of their representation. melding of thesis and antithesis that moves history,

7 Vitali And Wladimir Klitschko's FULL Interview With Piers Morgan - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_3aI2b-pBic
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violence extracts synthesis. “Whether by war, coup d’etat, revolution, or terror, violence

is the continuation of politics by other means. When power re-emerges from society and

embodies itself as violence the underlying realities of politics are laid bare.” (xvii) The

fictionality and theatricality of the news, however, sets the ground for the spectators’

escape to the news to depart from the reality they are living in. In the case of the

spectacle discussed in this chapter, the audience’s escape to the spectacle of civilians’

escape to the drama theater creates layers of escaping to fiction. The civilians’ escape to

the literal place for the display of fictionality, the drama theater, and the display of the

spectacle in the news can add to the theatrical implication and use of the place, Donetsk

Drama Theater, as another stage for the display of war.

The horizons of the theatrical and the theatrical space have been expanded to the screens

that show recorded images after the development of media and television technology.

Egginton (2002) in How the World Became a Stage refers to the role of the screen in

showing the spatiality of modernity saying that “[t]he screen is more than just an element

of technological innovation; it is a word we can use to identify a phenomenological

entity, an essential ingredient of a particular organization of space.” (167) According to

him, the physicality of the theatrical space has been expanded to places that can be

represented through the existence of a screen, which represents the fourth wall of the

theater that draws a line between the audience and the theater stage. Egginton’s definition

sheds light on the actual existence of places presented on a screen even though the

physicality of the (theatrical) spaces are not present for the spectators. He introduces the

term ‘crypt’ to refer to ‘pockets of presence’ which “responds to and guides the visual

desire to reveal that which remains concealed; it is the promise of reality in a world of
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endless illusion” (7). The crypt refers to the phenomenology of being present in a place

that has no physicality by creating the illusion of an image from a stage that is not

necessarily a stage for performance. This new form of spatiality, according to Egginton,

is “an abstract, empty framework capable of objectively relating fragmented morsels of

reality” (109). The quality of the images and the spaces presented are recognized as real,

however, this form of presentation “set[s] the stage for the dominance of the new mode of

being, and for the specific forms of spectacle that it enables” (109). In other words, it

stands for the real and simultaneously distances the spectator from reality by presenting

reality as some steps away from the spectator, on a screen, while the physical space can

even be a continent away from the spectator.

Applying Egginton’s explanation of the role of media in the representation of reality on

the spectacle of civilians’ escape to Donetsk Regional Academic Drama Theater, the

physical space in which a spectator views the spectacle of the drama theater is connected

to the actual theater space through the screen that appears as the fourth wall of a theater

and divides the spectator from what is shown to them. Through the mediatization of the

event, the space that the spectacle occupies, as the space of occurrence in Donetsk,

involved in the spectacle, Donetsk Regional Academic Drama Theater, civilians found

shelter from their current reality, the war, in a place that used to be a space to escape from

their previous reality into the realm of fiction. They physically found refuge in the very

place which can be said to be used for mentally departing from reality to drama. The

mediation of news media in reporting the flee of the civilians provides the opportunity for

a spectator to watch this escape to the theater and in the process, and as a result of it, the
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spectators’ viewing of this spectacle is itself the spectators’ escape into a mediatized

version of civilian’s escape from their reality.

By consuming the narrative of someone else as the way to know about this event, one can

argue that the escape to a theater can be viewed symbolically since the spectator’s escape

to the news is literal. However, as the fabulation and reality have conjoined through the

mediation of news media, in this spectacle, the literal and symbolic realms can coexist

and be connected when the spectacle is created. I will discuss the theatrical and

metatheatrical elements of this event as depicted in different news media and argue the

potential effect of this tragic spectacle of suffering on the spectators based on Aristotle.

Jenkins (2008) talks about ‘convergence culture’ saying that “[c]onvergence alters the

logic by which media industries operate and by which media consumers process news

and entertainment.” (15) He explains ‘convergence’ as “both a change in the way media

is produced and a change in the way media is consumed” (15) According to Jenkins, even

though the initial purpose of the news and entertainment programs might be different,

they can take the same function in popular culture. He also emphasizes that convergence

does not refer to a final result, but a process that points out the role of human agency in

the effect media can have on popular culture. Herkman (2012) also argues that

“[a]uthoritative political performances of both politicians and journalists do not

encourage the participatory practices of convergence culture” (369)

The positioning of a distant audience, however, is different in a way that they are being

affected by the display of violence rather than the violence itself. Boltanski (1999) points
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out the provocation of the urge to take action as a result of the display of human suffering

by the media and presenting it at a distance that one cannot take action against it:

The inaccessibility of action, its irreality, would give a desperate character to the
spectacle of distant suffering if the effect of impotence was not lessened by the
reality of this suffering being weakened by uncertainty about the status of
representation: objective or tendentious? Real or fictional? Factual or
constructed? Authentic or faked? One effect of the ‘crisis of confidence’ affecting
the media that [...] with the ‘disenchantment and doubt’ produced by the
discovery that the televised image is ‘an intellectual construction’, is that it also
relieves the anxiety, loss of selfesteem and sense of indignity which is often said
to be provoked by seeing wounded, imprisoned, tortured, starving or even dead
people, without being able to do anything. (177)

He uses the term ‘irreality’ to refer to the experience of an audience in being immersed

into the ‘hyper-real’ images provided by televised media of a war while they are not

physically and geographically in contact with the war.

While the reality of this spectacle is experienced by the citizens in Donetsk Theater, the

existence of their experience as a spectacle creates an ‘irreality’ for the spectators of this

event that leads to the spectators’ escape to the consumption of news. Boltensky argues

that “criticism of the society of the spectacle still remains within the logic of

representation and thereby assumes the existence of an externality in the form of a reality

which could be represented, or distorted, by signs.” (177) According to him, the

experience of reality by the spectators is another reality that can be as real and symbolic

as the spectacle of citizens fleeing to the theater building. In other words, one is

experiencing an escape to the spectacle of the citizen’s fleeing by turning on the TV, or

reading the news of this spectacle.
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Chapter III

In this chapter, I will discuss the spectacles of war and boxing through the experience of

Vitali Klitchko, mayor of Kyiv and a former boxing champion, and his brother Wladimir

who is also a boxing champion and a member of the Ukraine army in the war in Ukraine.

Like Zelensky, these two relatively minor characters are former members of the

entertainment industry who play a political role in the current war in Ukraine. In this part,

First, I will look at the spectacular presentation of boxing and war in the media and its

possible influence on the general public. Second, I will also discuss the links, similarities,

and differences between the corporeal experience of boxing and fighting in a war drawing

on the experience of the two brothers, Vitali and Wladimir Klitchko, who have been

fighters in the context of a war and boxing matches. Third, I would differentiate between

the spectacle as experienced by the performer, and the spectator and I would discuss the

rhetorical conventions of viewership while spectators view the two spectacles of boxing

and war.

The spectacle of violence has long drawn the attention of the general public. Violent

confrontation of bodies as forms of entertainment goes back to long before Roman

gladiators and current popular sports like wrestling, boxing, and are other manifestations

of that. Brady Gerard James (2018) mentions that professional sport in general is a

spectacle and a form of entertainment for the general public. Sharon Mazer argues that

boxing, as an example of these violent sports, is “macrocosmic expression of [...] cultural

conflicts” (7) and explains that this is the reason why the spectacles of violence attract

their audiences.
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According to Joyce Carol Oates in her book On Boxing, “[e]ach boxing match is a story

–a unique and highly condensed drama without words.” (8) She refers to boxing as the

public presentation of the physical and psychological power of two bodies involved in

boxing in a ring for an audience. She differentiates between the two types of experience

by characters, two principal players, and “a shadowy third” by which she refers to

spectators that are present in the stadium. Oates argues that even though boxing is a

dramatized violent sport, the experience of a boxer is the real corporeal experience of

violence for which they have been trained to create a realistic show. On the other hand,

according to Mazer, the spectators bring their theatrical viewpoint while encountering the

show to “evaluate the story lines and angles offered on the basis of believability in

relation to the ‘real’ world.” (8) Even though reality and theatricality seems to be

contradictory here, I would like to emphasize that as I discussed in the first chapter, I am

not aiming at creating a binary opposition between reality and theatricality; rather, in

spectacles of war and boxing matches, there exists underlying reality and theatricality.

Oates differentiates between the real experience of a boxer which contradicts with the

experience of a spectator saying that “boxers bring to the fight everything that is

themselves” (9) and emphasizes on the corporeal presence of a boxer in the ring and

being the subject and the object of a fight. She defines “authenticity” of a fight based on

the bodily involvement of individuals in the ring, calling the scars a sign of the

authenticity of a fight from the point of view of spectators and boxers themselves.

Drawing on Oates, Woodward argues that “what is authentic about boxing is flesh and the

embodied material practices of the sport in the ring, which are real.” (487) The reality

and authenticity of corporeal experience for Woodward is dependent on the role of a
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person on a stage and in the experience of the fight itself. Therefore, the spectators face a

drama that has a real effect on the flesh of the fighters but not the spectators.

According to Mazer, spectators “scrutinize performances, examining each punch for its

impact or nonimpact.” (8) In other words, they bring their critical views to see the fight

while looking at the impacts of violence as two players on each other's bodies. He

mentions, “[t]hey look to see the fake and to see through the fake to the real” (28). In

other words, they come to see a performance and look for authenticity in a performance

while bringing their judging eyes to the show.

Boxing, therefore, is a show performed on a stage, the ring, and includes a judge and two

performers trained to fight with their boxing gloves on. Sharon Mazer calls the fight a

“hybrid performance practice” which is “a professional sport in which players can earn

their livings at the same time that it offers its audiences a show that goes beyond contest

into theatrical spectacle.” (7) Mazer refers to the duality of the experience for the players

saying that the spectacle of boxing is a work, a survival contest, and a show at the same

time. According to him, the audience are definitive factors because the monetary value

comes from the audience’s gaze towards the stage either when it is watched in the

stadium or through the mediation of a camera by spectators that are not present in the

place of performance. He argues that even though boxing happens on a stage, it is

important that it is not staged. The authenticity of the fight is important for the audience

to believe the reality of it although it happens on a stage.

Oates believes that the training for combat is considered a sport whereas the fight in the

ring itself is a public spectacle. Sharon Mazer also argues that in a sport like wrestling,
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players “absorb lessons” in order to present these moves to an audience “in creating a

spectacle of violence that is not actually violent.” (11) He continues, “[t]he professional

wrestler learns to ‘work’: to contain his propensity for actual violence and to restrain his

desire for dominance in order to make his performance of violence accessible to and

engaging for an audience.” (11) However, according to Mazer, a spectacle can collapse

into reality in time of real injuries in violent sports. According to Oates, “[i]n the boxing

ring, [...] death is always a possibility,” and that is the reason why some prefer to watch

the past matches that are “already defined history. Or, in some instances, as art” (9)

however, it is a “statistically rare possibility.” What makes war a more real experience

than boxing is the reality of the injuries and deaths. Vitali and Wladimir Klitschko, the

characters involved in the war in Ukraine as well as boxing championships, are

experiencing a reality that involves weaponry violence on a massive scale. They have

been asked multiple times by the interviewers about what it is like to be at war after years

of fighting in a boxing ring and their response projects a sense of fictionality to boxing

rather than a real fight. Different news media have referred to their role in the war and

have called it “the fight of their lives.”8 In an interview with UK Daily Mirror, Wladimir

Klitschko mentions that “Boxing is sport – this is war, and our people are dying.”9 The

experience that Wladimir Klitschko mentioned comparing boxing and war comes from

his awareness of boxing as an entertainment that involves violence rather than violence

itself. The experience of violence for the bodies, however, is relative and is dependent on

the presence of bodies in a fight.

9

https://www.mirror.co.uk/sport/boxing/boxing-legend-wladimir-klitschko-admits-26420038#:~:text=
The%206ft%206in%20Ukrainian%20giant%2C%20whose%20run%20of%2019%20consecutive,a
nd%20our%20people%20are%20dying.

8 This includes Fox News, DW News, USA Today, Telegraph, Mirror, and more.

https://www.mirror.co.uk/sport/boxing/boxing-legend-wladimir-klitschko-admits-26420038#:~:text=The%206ft%206in%20Ukrainian%20giant%2C%20whose%20run%20of%2019%20consecutive,and%20our%20people%20are%20dying
https://www.mirror.co.uk/sport/boxing/boxing-legend-wladimir-klitschko-admits-26420038#:~:text=The%206ft%206in%20Ukrainian%20giant%2C%20whose%20run%20of%2019%20consecutive,and%20our%20people%20are%20dying
https://www.mirror.co.uk/sport/boxing/boxing-legend-wladimir-klitschko-admits-26420038#:~:text=The%206ft%206in%20Ukrainian%20giant%2C%20whose%20run%20of%2019%20consecutive,and%20our%20people%20are%20dying
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Presence is a relative concept when is defined differently when we are dealing with a

spectacle delivered through the mediation of technology. Joyce Carol Oates argues that

what determines presence is the flesh and materials that provide facilities for flesh in

performing a spectacle. He argues that the sense of presence cannot be transmitted

through television. (2006) However, it goes beyond the bodily presence and is expanded

to have a psychological aspect rather than all physical. Kwan Min Lee (2004) in his

article Presence, Explicated argues that “presence, by definition, [...] is a psychological

construct dealing with [a] perceptual process.” (30) According to him, the stimuli for

perception can be provoked by the natural world or it can be technology-mediated.

Drawing on a number of research, Lee mentions that “the feeling of presence [...] lies at

the center of all mediated experiences'' (27) but the mediating factors are not limited to

technology; there are mediating factors in the natural world as well. The position of an

individual with respect to a spectacle is a definitive aspect in their perception as well.

The temporal experience of the fight in a war and in boxing for the ones who have a

corporeal presence in them is different than the bodies who encounter them as spectacles.

Gerard James Brady in Transhumanism and the Transformation of the Experience and

Spectacle in the Art of Boxing explains boxers’ experience of ‘time slowing down’ as “a

phenomenon often reported by athletes who become fatigued and are on the point of

exhaustion, or who have been beaten to the point where they have no chance of winning.”

(19) He explained that in boxing, “the experience of time slowing or quickening could

then be explained in terms of the retentive moments being shortened or lengthened,

depending on how positive or negative our experiences are.” (129) According to him, the

experiential time can be different according to the reasons for discomfort. As will be
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discussed, through the discomfort caused by war and boxing and therefore, the perception

of time for individuals who are being exposed to these two is different.

Brady also argues that there are two aspects of temporal experience that affect the

experience of pain and suffering, “retention of the experience of the pain having endured

over time and the expectation of its continuation into the future.” (130) In other words,

even though the longer the pain will continue, the more pain is experienced cumulatively,

the hope of consolation plays an important role in one’s perception of pain because

according to Hussrel (1927) in his Introduction to Phenomenology, the experience of a

moment is “protentive,” meaning that ‘now’ is not isolated to any specific moment, but it

is tied to the knowledge of past moments and a perception of future moments. According

to this, time perception as it is experienced by a boxer is different from a soldier in a war

even though both of them are physically involved in a form of violence, but since the

perceptions of duration and consequences in the future are different for individuals, their

time perception is different.

In an interview with Piers Morgan on July 26th, Klitchko brothers were asked about how

tough this time has been for them. Instead of referring to the hardships of the experience,

Vitali responds to Morgan with his temporal experience saying that for him, it feels like

“one long, long, long day. Non-stop.” (00:39)10 At the time of the interview, 150 day had

passed from the start of the war and the temporal experience of Vitali’s predicament is

linked to his perception of time. This explains Brady’s idea that Vitali’s perception of

hard times is extended in his mind and the times that he has passed not being involved

with war have occupied very little amount of time that he does not consider them even as

10 Vitali And Wladimir Klitschko's FULL Interview With Piers Morgan - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_3aI2b-pBic
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‘stops’. As mentioned by Vitali and Wladimir in their interviews, the experience of the

imposed war on Ukraine has been excruciating and unexpected. The objective length of

time that they are going to be at war is not predetermined and certain but the subjective

time of being at war is not only lengthened, but also the time spent in a fight is internally

experienced without any breaks.

Boxing, on the other hand, is usually twelve rounds of three minutes each, with one

minute break between each round. Although the time might vary in women’s boxing and

in different levels and age groups, the duration is fixed and players know the exact

objective duration of each round. As discussed earlier, the perception of time can be very

different for each boxer. Drawing on a number of experiments, Brady concludes that

“pleasant (positive) experiences seem to pass more quickly, and unpleasant (negative)

experiences passing more slowly” (188), and therefore the experience of time for two

boxers in a ring is not similar for they are both subjects and objects of punches in boxing.

In another interview with Piers Morgan on May 17, 2022, Vladimir was asked about his

plan to get back to boxing again. His face immediately lights up and he responds by

saying that “I just realized that I haven’t been smiling much in the past 83 days,” and he

continues saying that the question places him somewhere in his “comfort zone” because

that is where his passion is. He refers to boxing as ‘comfort’ which explains the relative

experience of hardship and therefore the subjective experience of time while exposed to

them.

Sokolowsky (1999) uses film analogy to talk about the subjective experience of time for

individuals:
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We tend to say that temporal experience is very much like a film being run, with
one exposure (one presence) quickly following another. One state of the object
impacts us after another. But our experience of temporal duration could not be
like this; if it were, we would never get the sense of a duration, of a continual
temporal process, because all we would have at any given moment would be the
frame in the film that is given at that moment. Furthermore, not only the film
being shown, but our experience of the sequence would be discrete and staccato
as well; we ourselves would be jumping from one experience to the next, and we
would never have a sense that we are seeing something that goes beyond the
frame that is being given at the instant. We would also not have a sense of our
experience or even of ourselves as enduring through time. The sense of a
continuous flow would never arise for us. Thus, neither the object nor our
experience nor we ourselves would have any temporal continuity. We and what
we experience would be nothing but momentary flashes, momentary presences,
momentary exposures. (133-134)

While Sokolowsky’s argument is about the temporal process of an experience, he links it

to the distorted and non-continual experience of spectators while watching a film.

Interestingly, the experience of a spectator who witnesses a violence, in this case the war

in Ukraine, as a spectacle through the mediation of a news broadcasting system. The

experience of a spectator who turns on the news and watches the excerpts of a war while

they are physically distant from the war zone, is also a distorted experience of time since

the times before and after watching the spectacle is spent not dealing with its issues and

physical or tangible consequences.

Oates proposes that “life is like boxing in many unsettling respects.” (4) In other words,

the experience of a boxer is the condensed experience of life as there are missed

opportunities, undetermined future, and repetition involved in it. There are jabs and

punches involved and it needs immediate responses. In other words, the combat reflects

real world “oppositions, hierarchies, conventions, and transgressions” (8) and the ring can

symbolically be the world. The experience of war resembles the one that happens in the
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ring; however, the experience involves other-than-human objects that will be discussed

later in this chapter as well as human bodies in the fight.

While Oates’ argument is more on similarities of boxing to life, she also mentions that

“life is a metaphor for boxing” with which she refers to the meaning of life as it is

defined by movements in a spectacle. In his Contemporary Theory of Metaphor, George

Lakeoff mentions that “the locus of metaphor is not language [...] but in the way we

conceptualize one mental domain in terms of another.” (1) Through characterizing a

concept by the “cross-domaine mapping” of metaphor, one concept is explained based on

another. Based on Lakeoff, basic abstract everyday concepts can potentially be

metaphorical. In the example mentioned by Oates, ‘life’ is a more abstract concept to be

defined for a certain speaker therefore, to define life conflicts, there is a need for using

metaphor. This seems to be true about the Klitchko brothers who have dedicated their

lives to boxing, and boxing has become a more simple conflict than life as they are

experiencing it in the war. In other words, to explain the chaotic experience of war, they

use the familiar language of boxing, which is itself a fight but with fewer variables than

the current war, in their everyday talks about ‘life’ the definition of which is mingled

with ‘war’ since 24th of February 2022. In their interview with the Washington Post,

Wladimir Klitschko responded to the question posed about what they would ask NATO

leaders to provide Ukraine saying, “I would say clearly that we cannot defend our

country just with our fists. […] We need military equipment.” While asking for weapons,

Wladimir uses ‘fist’ to refer to bare hands, and through his use of language, he refers to

life in war as a metaphor for boxing. The paradox here is that a fist, which is the only

force that can be used in boxing, is of no power while faced with other-than-human
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objects, weapons. In fact, Wladimir’s words refer to the relativity of power in different

contexts; bodies that have the absolute agency in the boxing ring, are of no power without

weaponry and weapons have more agency than human bodies.

Chris Gosden(2005) in his article What Do Objects Want? refers to a number of factors

that contribute to the power of objects. He argues that the power of objects is not wholly

based on the independent function of the objects but on their interdependence with

human will power. Drawing on David Clark he argues that we can see “the locus of social

cause existing within objects themselves when working together.” (194) The artifacts

gain agency when they are used by the masses of people and change society because of

their presence. As mass media is consumed by the general public, the proportion of its

effect can be huge. According to Gosden, the agency of objects can contribute to the

colonial purposes of a colonizer.

Even though the media is created by human beings, it can have agency and power over

them by creating spectacles of power. As Mark Danner (2009) uses the creation of

spectacle of violent in the news and explains it as a way of policy making mentions in his

Stripping Bare the Body: Politics Violence War:

Violence horrifies us, transfixes us, draws the eye and ignites the passions;
‘overpowered by desire,’ we have no choice but to look. Traffic cops know it.
Film directors know it. News producers know it. Its reality was built into the
news, into what we understand to be news —‘if it bleeds, it leads’— and from
there into politics. For leaders in a democracy, charged with crafting a foreign
policy that can attract consensus or at least acquiescence, the instinctual power
exerted by the spectacle of violence is a reality to be managed and sometimes
feared. (xvii)

He emphasizes the impact of spectacles on public audiences and its attraction which leads

to a system of power to manipulate the reality of violence. In other words, news becomes
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an other-than-human object with an agency to control and make belief in human

perceptions. Drawing on a number of researchers’ work, Lee argues that “[t]he ancient

desire to overcome the limit of human sensory channels through the use of technological

devices is the major impetus for the development of media and reality-simulation

technologies.” (27) The idea of news media reporting reality can potentially make it a

means for imposing propaganda. The role of the media in the war in Ukraine is critical as

it is being used to have a variety of effects on different audiences. In his interview with

Sara Eisen, Wladimir Klitschko mentions the critical role of news in this war. He

mentions that, “media is one of the important weapons in this war.” (“Former Boxer

Wladimir Klitschko on Russia-Ukraine Conflict” 7:01) He believes that one of the ways

that Ukraine and the West can stand united is through the media. Vitali also refers to the

media as a ‘weapon’ and points out Russia's use of the media saying that “the main

weapon for Russia is its media.” He continues, “people in Russia [have been] zombied

from [Russian media’s] propaganda.” According to what was discussed in the first

chapter, Russian media associates Ukraine with the idea of Nazism to provide the

grounds for its propaganda. Theatrical elements of the representation of war in the media

contributes to the effectiveness of the installation of the war ideology as Egginton (2003)

mentions, “theatricality is the very condition of possibility of ideological manipulation.”

(153) A part of this war ideology is the creation of apathy towards the enemy and

sympathy towards the allies. Herman and Chomsky introduce two types of victims in

their book Manufacturing Consent, ‘worthy’ and ‘unworthy’ victims saying that “a

propaganda system will consistently portray people abused in enemy states as worthy

victims, whereas those treated with equal or greater severity by its own government or
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clients will be unworthy.” (97) A propagandist media and news broadcast system

contribute to the audiences’ intake about worthy and unworthy victims and therefore their

actions towards worthy victims if they are given the means and the grounds. In different

contexts, the mediation of governing systems of thought define the body’s worth. As an

example, in sports, the opponent is othered and becomes worthy of fighting against.

Brady argues that fighters in a boxing ring develop a ‘non-sympathetic empathy’ towards

their opponents saying that a fighter needs empathy because it “stems from the attempt to

explain our apparent ability to read other minds.” (142) Empathy, in the way Brady

defines it, leads to Ickes’s (1993) idea of empathic accuracy which refers to the mental

access to one’s mind and precision of estimations about one’s emotions, feelings, and

short-term goals. Empathic accuracy is important in boxing because in order to prevent

being the object of their opponent's punch, one needs to predict the opponent’s next

moves. Brady refers to empathy and sympathy as two separate areas of emotions that

might have causal effect on one another. He argues that a form of empathy, like the one

which is experienced towards an opponent in boxing, does not necessarily lead to

sympathy. Even though this misconnection between sympathy and empathy is similar to

traits of psychopathy in which one recognizes other’s pain but is unable to sympathize

with it and experiences pleasure in causing the pain for the other, it is important to note

that the context of this observation is only the boxing ring and towards the opponent. This

means that in a specific time, they only have sympathy towards their own body, the ‘self.’

In the context of war, however, similar traits and misconnections of feeling happen

towards the so called ‘enemy’ for the soldiers but the definition of self is expanded to

one’s allies as well as one’s body. Soldiers, likewise, develop a non-sympathetic empathy
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towards the enemy not because they are necessarily unable to have a sympathetic

empathy towards another human being, but because of the mediating values employed in

war.

The presentation of political figures in the spectacle of war amplifies these mediating

values that lead to sympathy towards allies and non-sympathetic empathy towards the

enemy not just towards human bodies, but towards lands. Wladimir Klitchko mentions in

an interview, “You know the simplest thing you can do? Die for your country. The most

complicated? Live for your country” and he continues to define the concept of ‘living’,

“That means fight for life, protect your people, protect your country, protect yourself.”11

In Wladimir’s words, the definition of life has adapted itself with the context of war and

it entangles the meaning of fighting. To some extent, the media and these political

characters play the role of a couch in sports that explains the procedure and expectations

while in war. He continues, “living for your country is more complicated and challenging

and it's definitely something that we don't want to do as Ukrainians is run to our death.

So, we stay strong, we stay alive and we fight for our choice to not live on our knees.”

As discussed earlier, media is an other-than-human object with a power that can

potentially manipulate human agency. Through the spectacle of war that the media

creates, the enemy becomes the worthy victim that justifies the use of weapons against

the enemy. Weapons are other-than-human objects involved in this war without which

human subjects, soldiers, do not have the agency to fight based on the nature of the

objects involved in the war.12 In other words, a weapon takes its agency from a shooter;

12 By this, I am referring to the weaponry involved in the war between Russia and Ukraine and I am not
generalizing it to conflicts of other kind and in other times in history.

11 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_3aI2b-pBic

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_3aI2b-pBic
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however, it is the object that gives the agency to its shooter without which the

shooter/bomber is not able to fight in the war. Klitchko brothers were offered by the

interviewers to use their media to express their demands from NATO, the West, and Putin

and in response, they referred to their need for weaponry from ‘the West’ and the West’s

ignorance towards the war that is not just an issue in Ukraine, but a human rights issue.

They also used a medium that is designed for the general public to talk directly to

Vladimir Putin, the president of Russia to “stop the madness.”

I compared war and boxing as two presentations of atrocity, both of which are the lived

experiences of Vitali and Vladimir Klitschko and both of which have been presented as

spectacles in the media. The point that the two spectacles meet in the context of the war

in Ukraine is the way media compares them while discussing the issue of war with these

two former boxers in interviews. In other words, Wladimir and Vitali Klitchko’s

experience in boxing is used as distractors from the main issue of interviews, the war.
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Conclusion

The research carried out for this article consists of theatrical theories applied to the way

the media has represented the war in Ukraine so far. The theatrical elements discussed in

this article are focused on demonstrating the way that real events in the war are projected

in the form of Aristotelian tragedy. I discussed about the way media creates the

protagonist and antagonist binary from the political characters involved in a tragic

conflict, and the fictional and theatrical elements of this representation which lead to

communication of real data and simultaneously, the potential presentation of events and

characters as entertainment which provides the ground for the escape of the audience of

the news to the spectacles they create, and also the experience of the bodies involved in

the creation of the spectacle.

The relationship between war, theatricality, and media, however, is a vast topic and can

be the subject of more investigations and research. This article cannot and does not claim

to be providing a holistic view of the relationship between the aforementioned concepts

and an absolute idea of how this relationship affects the way the war in Ukraine is

reflected in the broadcasting news media. I acknowledge that even though my focus in

this article was Western media, for the most part, the various news media policies,

multiplicity of mediating factors, positioning of each media, etc. make each report a

complex representation of reality which are, at the same time, departed from reality.

Aside from the multiplicity and complexity of news creation, I would like to point out

here that at the time of writing this article, the war in Ukraine is still ongoing and

therefore, the data based on the war incidents are still being created for the consumption

of its audience.
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The investigation of the theatrical elements of news might illuminate the creation of a

suffering capital as a means of escape for its audience by a mobilized vicarious trauma

through the vast spread of the news. In this regard, the experience of the news audience

can spark a comparative social science and reader-response criticism based on their

exposure to the news.

The relationship between war and its narration is not specific to this time. The narratives

of war and heroism have been told via a range of media throughout history, however, the

subject matter of this research is an investigation of the narration of a war based on

systemic news productions, which are available means to globalize the news, but not the

only means for that, at this time in history. The exploration of the theatrical tropes in the

media representation of war in the news, however, invites a more protracted examination

and investigation of media theory and its relationship with the global techno-capital and

geopolitics which can be the subject matter of future research.
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