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In his recent book Re-claiming the Future: An Essay,1 
Milo Rau argues for a Global Realism that can contest 
the nihilism of contemporary capitalism through the 
establishment of strategic global alliances.2 What interests 
me in this article is how his artworks seek to represent the 
subject of Global Realism as an ideological construct that 
enables katharsis to occur between this  subject and the 
imagined, utopian global polity they would belong to. Such a 
katharsis is anti-mimetic (and therefore also anti-Aristotelian) 
in the sense that Rau evokes the potential existence of this 
global polity outside of the bounds of the theater by evoking 
the democratic, socio-political processes that would be 
able to realize such a polity. Therefore, Rau’s blending of 
documentary-style narrative with mythical tropes falls within 
the postdramatic tradition of katharsis because it plays 
with the representation of pain as well as the pain itself, 
disallowing the audience from identifying with a traditionally 
distant tragic hero and yet suggesting that katharsis would 
still be possible from a globally realist standpoint. By 
focusing on two of Rau’s major works – The New Gospel 
(2020) and Antigone in the Amazon (2023) – and reading 
them against theories of democracy from Hannah Arendt 
and Adriana Cavarero, I try to uncover the universality 
behind Rau’s combined aesthetic-political project, which he 
alludes to in Reclaiming the Future but does not fully explain. 
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Finally, through a reading of the play The Trojan Women by 
Euripides in combination with the recent book Letters from 
Gaza: By the People, From the Year That Has Been (2025) 
written by various poets in a city under siege, I propose a 
speculative case study to advance the anti-mimetic, globally 
realist katharsis outlined in this article. By focusing on the 
universality of the pity and fear evoked in The Trojan Women 
as a blurring of the identification between victor and victim 
–or, in postdramatic terms, between audience and actor or 
spectator and hero – I suggest that a speculative, globally 
realist katharsis would also be possible in this conflict. In this 
sense, this article is inspired by Rau’s claim that “perhaps 
(this) is the basis of every poetics: that somebody suffers 
something, and that somebody else can witness it: to be 
with this person, so that they are not alone” (2023, 117).

Keywords: Katharsis, Radical Democracy, Global Realism, 
Postdramatic, Antigone. 

1. Postdramatic katharsis 

In his Wiener Stadtgespräch (Viennese City Talk) given on May 15, 
2024, hosted by Arbeiterkammer Österreicht,3 Milo Rau presents 
The Persians by Aeschylus as an ideal form of what theater can of-
fer in imagining the experience of the Other. Although he suspects 
that contemporary society is no longer capable of such a gesture of 
empathy towards a conquered foe, he says that we have no choice 
but to try. His choice of The Persians as a paradigmatic instance of 
performative empathy is both apposite, due to the importance of the 
battle of Salamis for the Athenians, while also problematic, for the 
play reproduces precisely those imperialistic Athenian values that 
Rau sets himself against in contemporary society. A more appropriate 
play for Rau’s intentions, I believe, would be Euripides’ Troades, or 
The Trojan Women, which was first performed in 415 BCE, a year 
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after the Athenians destroyed Melos. While the connection between 
Melos and the Troades has been historically contested, staging a 
play about the horrors of war from the point of view of subjugated 
women, directly after the Athenians wiped out the Melians, is as 
radical a theatrical gesture as I can imagine (see Goff 2013, 27–34).

It is important to point out that the Troades has greatly influenced 
my understanding of katharsis as a collective rather than individual 
experience. This is not only true because a large part of the Athenian 
polis would have visited the play and therefore experienced the 
pity and fear Aristotle argues is crucial for katharsis, but because 
Euripides’ staging of this play introduces a question that Rau is also 
at pains to address: Namely, whether or how a theatrical experience 
becomes political. While it is impossible to know what effect the 
staging of this play might have had on the Athenian polity – whether 
they would have felt regret, guilt, justification, or something else – 
the Aristotelian argument for katharsis mirrors the performative 
empathy that Rau argues is essentially political in the theater. As 
Jonathan Lear notes, 

The point of portraying plausible events that might  
happen is that the audience will naturally come to believe 
that these events might happen to them. And this is a crucial 
step in the production of pity and fear in their souls. Poetry 
uses universals for the same purpose. Because poetry is 
not mired in particularity, but concerns itself with types of 
events which occur to certain sorts of people, it is possible 
for the audience to appreciate that they are the sort of people 
to whom this sort of event could, just possibly, occur.  
(Lear 1988, 314)

The problem and the challenge in connecting Rau’s work to katharsis 
is that the global polity he addresses in Re-claiming the Future: An 
Essay does not yet legally exist. Here he argues that the only answer 
to globalisation is to re-introduce universalism as a response to the 
fragmentation and separation of consequence and power in colonial 
modernity.4 Nevertheless, Global Realism, as the practice of making 
the “process of representation itself real,” does not yet have a uni-
versal ground (Rau 2018, 281).5 This explains the interplay in Rau’s 
plays between mytho-poetic universals and the documentary-style 
realism that focuses upon real social movements – in the case of the 
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two examples I focus upon: The Revolt of Dignity (2019), a protest 
movement instigated by Rau and collaborator Yvan Sagnet in Matera, 
Italy, and the autonomous Landless Worker’s Movement (MST) in 
Brazil. By combining mytho-poetic universals with such real-world 
representations, Rau is able to “release” the representation itself as an 
ideological construct that conceals what a society has expelled from 
itself in order to maintain its coherence, and therefore effect katharsis 
in postdramatic terms. As the audience is invited to dis-identify with 
its traditional role as spectators of a distant theatrical event, they 
are instead invited to identify with their role as implicated agents 
within a complicated or contradictory global modernity. 

Both of the examples I analyze effect this turn by creating, and 
then displacing, the traditional evocation of pity and fear necessary 
for katharsis to occur away from its theatrical representation and 
towards the real-world struggles they depict. In The New Gospel, a 
Jesus-film about migrant rights set in southern Italy, Jesus is cru-
cified and then resurrected as words from the Gospel of Matthew 
play out on the screen and the actors return to their real-life roles, 
while in Antigone in the Amazon, a real-world massacre is re-staged 
only for the actors to rise up again and sing a collective ballad of 
resistance beyond the divisions that previously separated them. 
Both examples illustrate how Rau disallows his audience from fully 
feeling the plethora of emotions that his dramatic, often violent or 
traumatic artworks portray, while at the same time, he re-directs 
these emotions towards their real-world application within the kind 
of utopian, democratic society that could address the emergence of 
such contradictions in the first place. This is the “postdramatic” in 
postdramatic katharsis, as the theatrical event is unable to resolve 
itself completely within the confines of the theater. 

Before his Trilogy of Ancient Myths, including Antigone in the Amazon 
(2023), Orestes in Mosul (2019), and The New Gospel (2020), Rau had 
already imaginatively performed the existence of a global polity 
in General Assembly at the Berliner Schaubühne (2017). This work 
staged the existence of a world parliament made up of 60 different 
international social actors in dialogue with one another, and em-
ployed Globally Realist principles to create a democratic “Charter 
for the 21st Century” – an impossible task for a theater piece, but a 
convincing depiction of what might be possible were we to act col-
lectively to confront global problems such as ecological collapse or 
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mass migration. In Reclaiming the Future: An Essay, Rau focuses upon 
global solidarity and the real-world consequences of his productions, 
however, he also makes a compelling, yet to my mind incomplete, 
politico-aesthetic argument about the power of the theater to effect 
change. He quotes, for example, Geoffroy de Lagasnerie’s idea that 
“art is the melancholy of a failed [socialist] revolution” (2023, 68),6 
and writes that Global Realism re-conquers the future by reintro-
ducing the future as a political actuality, not merely as a mechanism 
for the expansion of capital (2023, 52). At the same time, he argues 
that his artworks create situations in which “the impossible not 
only becomes thinkable, but is also actually realised” (2023, 53).

While he provides different concrete examples in Reclaiming the 
Future of how this melancholic future can be realised, what interests 
me is understanding how the particular transfer from impossibility 
to actuality is staged through the theatrical events he creates: What 
is the universal that we can appreciate through his theater, and 
why do we need to go to the theater to get it? By analysing Adriana 
Cavarero’s theory of the narratable self in Part two of this article, I 
argue that the general universal at stake in his plays is our mutual 
exposure to one another as human existents, while the particular 
universals at stake in his plays arise from whatever social concerns 
they involve, such as the universal right to shelter or paid work in 
the case of migrant workers. In this way, Rau is able to depict the 
subject of Global Realism as both a product of our universal, mutual 
state of exposure to one another, as well as the amalgamation of 
contemporary global economic and ideological conditions, which 
are addressed subsequently to both actor and audience as the prod-
ucts of these conditions. In this way, Rau produces a katharsis of 
the ideological contradictions implicit to such a global polity, not 
by making them “complete” in the Aristotelian sense of restoring 
virtue and moderation through a mimetic experience unlike reality 
itself, but rather by becoming simultaneous to that reality itself. In 
this way, the theatrical experience itself, and the “Global Realism” 
it espouses, become inseparable from one another. 

As he makes repeatedly clear in Reclaiming the Future, Rau’s focus 
upon processes within his theatrical productions depends upon a 
dialectical understanding of truth and the contradictions of a class 
society. In other words, his theatrical productions contest the “false” 
(ideological) antagonisms within a society in order to reveal the 
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Figure 1: The Messenger reports the death of Antigone and Haimon to 
Eurydice (on screen), Frederico Araujo lies on the stage as Antigone, Antigone 
in the Amazon (2023), dir. Milo Rau, © Kurt Vab der Elst/NTGent
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“true” antagonisms so as to transform them.7 As a result, katharsis 
emerges as a means of representing what a political reality has 
expelled in order to establish itself as coherent, with postdramatic 
katharsis understood to be a play with the ideological and aesthetic 
conditions of representation itself, rather than with the traditional 
heroic identification leading to dramatic release. As I will discuss 
later with examples from his work, it is because Rau’s plays involve 
diverse social actors and geopolitical concerns far removed from any 
kind of unified, ethnonationalist audience that his kind of postdra-
matic katharsis anticipates the global audience it seeks to address, 
rather than realizing it discretely within the dramatic event itself. 

The kind of katharsis produced by such a situation is therefore 
not a purging8 which cleanses the conscience of the polity after 
terrible acts, but rather, much like Euripides’ Troades, re-arranges 
the coordinates of that reality itself by introducing, in a novel way, 
the emotions of pity and fear to its audience, which allows them to 
identify with the position of the subjugated or subordinated social 
actors depicted. Once the audience does not identify with a distant, 
tragic hero whose story allows them to vicariously experience tragic 
emotions safely (mimetically) in the theater, then identification 
“leaves the theater” (so to speak) in an anti-Aristotelian, anti-mimetic 
process of reality adaptation or re-orientation, which invites the 
audience to identify with the future subject of Global Realism. The 
pity and fear felt in traditional katharsis is still experienced, but the 
audience who experiences it is extended outwards to include more 
universalizing, collective forms of sociality. 

In Reclaiming the Future, Rau writes that, “it is only once the present 
can be depicted that it can also be perceived as alterable” (2023, 21). 
He also writes that in art “the universal is not portrayed directly 
through the particular, but experienced and simultaneously hypnot-
ically seen” (2023, 56). This connection between social transforma-
tion and universality is the final thread of my argument in defining 
post-dramatic katharsis. The three artworks that I focus on in this 
essay employ different universals in order to effect such katharsis 
within an anticipated global polity. First, The New Gospel lays bare 
the contradictions at the heart of the liberal discourse of universal 
human rights by contrasting it with the particular claims of Italian 
migrant workers for their rights within the theatrical background of 
a Jesus story about universal love and sacrifice. Second, Antigone in 
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the Amazon exposes the connection between ecocide, extractivism, 
and state murder in Brazil against the universal right-to-burial 
depicted in the play Antigone and the politics of radical mourning 
and divine versus human law that that play unravels. 

Finally, in a more speculative case study combining Euripides’ Troades 
with the contemporary volume Letters from Gaza: By the People, From 
the Year That Has Been, I show how the realist representation of the 
“already dead” – that is, subjects who write in the face of their own 
impending death under war – simultaneously blurs the roles of victim 
and victor as well as reader and writer (or, in postdramatic terms, 
actor and audience) in such a way as to also blur the potential site of 
identification at the core of post-dramatic katharsis. That is, that in 
its victimization of everybody, war has no victors, only victims, an 
idea that disables the usual tragic identification-and-release from 
occurring. That, at least, is the universal I understand the Troades 
to represent and therefore one which can be productively brought 
into dialogue with depictions of the war in Gaza from a globally 
realist standpoint. 

2. The unforeseeable subject  

Concretely, from a materialist standpoint, “universality” can only 
be a reflection of social relations. What interests and inspires me in 
Rau’s work is how he works towards a realisation of “universality” in 
social relations that is democratic and pluralistic, despite or perhaps 
precisely because of the unequal conditions that he chooses to work 
within. At the same time, Reclaiming the Future is very vague about 
the actual realisation of such democratic pluralism, preferring to 
work with an emphasis on artistic process as a means of temporarily 
realizing more universalist political aims. Therefore, in order to 
elaborate my case for the actuality of such universality, I want to 
draw upon two different aspects of Hannah Arendt’s political theory, 
beginning with Adriana Caverero’s theory of the narratable self and 
then turning to Arendt’s reading of Kant, before finally discussing 
how this universality is particularly exposed in Milo Rau’s theater 
and film productions in subsequent sections. 

Adriana Cavareno’s book ���‡�Ž�ƒ�–�‹�•�‰�����ƒ�”�”�ƒ�–�‹�˜�‡�•�ã�����–�‘�”�›�–�‡�Ž�Ž�‹�•�‰���ƒ�•�†�����‡�Ž�Ô�Š�‘�‘�†��
(2000) discusses how the mutual self-exposure of the narratable 
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self emerges within the interactive scene Arendt called politics. She 
gives the example of Odysseus weeping as he hears his own story 
told to him in Book 9 of The Odyssey in order to expand upon the 
relationality of identity, which is revealed through narrative and 
the fact that we are constitutively exposed to one another: first 
corporeally, and then in terms of our social identity whereby there 
is no primary interiority, only social exposure. Hearing our story 
from another and recognizing ourselves in it, as Odysseus does, is 
not only beneficent or sympathetic but also necessary, because of the 
way this relational identity depends upon the presence of the other 
to exist.9 When discussing the further example of Gertrude Stein’s 
Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas (1933), Caverero writes:

Fragile and exposed, the existent belongs to a world-scene 
where interaction with other existents is unforeseeable and 
potentially infinite ... the narratable self thus re-enters what 
we would call a relational ethic of contingency; or rather, 
an ethic founded on the altruistic ontology of the human 
existent as finite. Already exposed within the interactive 
scene which Arendt calls ‘political’, there lies at the centre of 
the narrative scene a who which… gathers the inborn matrix 
of an expositive and relational existence. (2000, 87)

Radical democracy, then, as a process of politically instantiating the 
strategies, rules, and forums within which such an interactive and 
vulnerable scene can take place, is the work which I understand Rau 
to be doing ever since The Moscow Trials up until the Wiener Fest-
wochen (Vienna Festival) today. The fact that the other is necessary 
for the story of the self to appear makes his emphasis on process, 
global solidarity, and engaging with contradictory social actors both 
philosophically and politically clear. The universal that he argues 
poetry can reveal is not an abstraction of the human condition – 
even if we experience it as such as spectators of a distant theatrical 
event – but rather the actuality of a democratic subjecthood which is 
plurally given as a universal in its “potentially infinite” application 
to all beings on the earth.10 However unreachable or impossible 
that viewpoint might appear, this is the universal which I believe 
democratic pluralism is guided by.

This connection between radically democratic politics and art isn’t 
meant to be causal or definitive, as if depicting that interactive scene 
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necessarily leads to a more democratic society, but it is suggestive 
and compelling, as in matters of taste, when we desire others to 
agree with whatever we find beautiful or true. As different com-
mentators have made aware (See Champlin 2013), it is noteworthy 
that Arendt turned towards Kant’s aesthetic theory to find his po-
litical lessons, precisely because it was there that Kant developed 
his idea of a communal sense. In §40 of The Critique of the Power of 
Judgment (1790), Kant developed the colloquial idea of a ‘common 
sense’ into a philosophical idea of a ‘communal sense’, or a sense that 
takes account of the way every other person may judge an object. 
Arendt writes that

Common sense, by virtue of its imaginative capacity, can 
have present in itself all those who actually are absent. It can 
think, as Kant says, in the place of everybody else, so that 
when somebody makes the judgment, this is beautiful, … he 
claims assent from others because in judging he has already 
taken them into account. (Arendt 1992, 140)

While it is easy to take issue with Kant’s abstract universalism from 
a post-colonial perspective, the idea of such a communal sense is 
particularly compelling today because of the hyper-individualisation 
and commercialization of the online public spaces in which such 
judgements usually take place. In an article on Arendtian politics, 
Michael Weinman discusses how our lives are “increasingly shaped 
by the hyperpolarization of political communication and the online 
silos in and through which we interact with others” (Weinman 
2023). Without a common object of perception, which would be able 
to ground our differences of opinion and enable pluralistic debate 
to occur, we are therefore unable to participate in a common world 
together. This, I would argue, is the reason why Rau claims that a re-
ality must first be “depictable” in order to be alterable (Rau 2017, 16). 

By creating artworks from a Globally Realist standpoint, it is my 
view that Rau is attempting to introduce this common object from 
a radically left perspective, so that a global audience might poten-
tially change it. This is where my argument begins to turn back to 
the idea of katharsis. As katharsis effects the universality of the 
experience of pity and fear – i.e., of pity for those subjects expelled 
or marginalized from liberal modernity and fear for what might 
happen to “us”, were “we” in their position as the European audience 
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Figure 2: Human rights and anti-slavery activist Yvan Sagnet (with microphone) 
leads the demonstration La Rivolta della Dignita (2019) during the filming of 
The New Gospel (2020, Fruitmarket) in Matera, Italy, © Armin Smailovic, photo 
provided by NTGent
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– the contradictions within global modernity are made “depictable” 
through the visual representation of a common object of perception, 
which, in turn, enables a more global politics to occur. It is precisely 
katharsis which can do this, since it is the emotions of pity and fear 
that enable us to identify with the position of the Other as if we were 
feeling it ourselves. 

Therefore, in the potential globally realist polity that Rau imagines, 
the radically democratic subject is able to move from the particu-
larity of their own standpoint, disregarding its “subjective private 
conditions..., by which so many are limited” (Arendt 1992, 44), and 
hope to arrive at a more universally poetic standpoint. This is not, 
as in Kant’s philosophy, “in order to hold its judgement up to human 
reason as a whole” (Arendt 1992, 173), but rather, I would say, to 
suggest or invoke the universality of human experience, of the pity 
and fear of potentially being in the position of the subjugated or 
subordinate social actors, to be able to identify with this experi-
ence and also kathartically release or relieve it. And finally, this 
evokes an actualized impossibility, since the outcome involved in 
such a depiction is not finalizable outside of the democratic social 
processes that could resolve it – i.e., it is not the Kantian abstract 
or a priori universal of reason, but rather the instance of a political 
community realizing itself as such. As Michael Weinman and Maria 
Robaszkiewicz note in their book on Arendtian politics (2023), Arendt 
herself also emphasized the theatrical character of such a political 
“space of appearance” in The Human Condition (1958).

Having first identified the basis for the universality on offer in Rau’s 
globally realist artworks as our mutual exposure to one another 
as human existents, and then problematizing it in terms of the te-
leological, Enlightenment foundation of human reason as a whole, 
I will now turn to discussing two of Rau’s works, The New Gospel 
and Antigone in the Amazon. I have chosen these works because 
they both engage with marginalized political groups outside of the 
majoritarian liberal modernity, namely African migrant workers 
in Italy and the Landless Workers Movement (MST) in Brazil. Both 
works imaginatively institute the “common object” of perception 
from a globally realist standpoint and, I would argue, perform the 
katharsis of such a common object by exposing the ideological 
conditions underlying its representation as well as proposing an 
emancipatory, universalist project of aesthetic solidarity beyond 
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these conditions. As we will see, both works are just as concerned 
with the representation of the ideological conditions leading to pain 
and distress as they are with such pain and distress itself, which is 
a crucial aspect of what I am calling postdramatic katharsis.

3. The New Gospel 

Milo Rau’s film The New Gospel (2020) was made in parallel to his 
collaboration with the Cameroonian political activist Yvan Sagnet 
on The Revolt of Dignity (2019), a democratic movement for migrant 
workers’ rights and safe housing in Matera, Italy (see: Deutsche Welle 
2019, Mouriquand 2020). The film is simultaneously a record of this 
struggle for rights as well as a re-instantiation of two previous films 
about Jesus and his disciples filmed in the city, featuring Sagnet in 
the main role of Jesus. Because of this performative overlay of dif-
ferent traditions and narratives within the film, it is at first difficult 
to perceive what the “common object” of perception presented by 
the film might be. The narrative moves through different stand-
points and introduces the contradictions between them without 
seeking any facile resolution. Furthermore, the filmmaker and to 
a lesser extent the spectator are also included in the film through 
the casting of local townspeople as ancient Romans, and the process 
of filmmaking itself is portrayed alongside Jesus’s crucifixion and 
eventual (filmic) resurrection. 

While the film is not a montage, strictly speaking, it does mirror this 
device of juxtaposing different traditions, stories or images in a way 
that requires the mind to form its own eventual comprehension of 
them. As Fred Moten has written in his seminal work In the Break 
(2003), montage renders “inoperative any simple opposition of 
totality to singularity. It makes you linger in the cut between them, 
a generative space that fills and erases itself. That space is, is the 
site of, ensemble: the improvisation of singularity and totality and 
through their opposition” (Moten 2003, 89). My understanding of 
Rau’s intentions in including such improvisation and juxtaposition in 
The New Gospel is to aesthetically represent the agonistic democratic 
processes of negotiation and assembly that he is documenting in the 
film. At the same time, the film renders incomplete and unclosed 
any clear opposition between the singularities suggested by his 
narrative – say, of citizenly and national integrity, concrete universal 

LINDSAY PARKHOWELL



124 I  

dignity, or eternal redemption through the sacrifice of love – and 
any totalizing vision above them. That is, they are inseparable from 
the unfinished social processes that seek to realise them, as I have 
previously pointed out is true of radically democratic artworks.

However, the film is also about much more than its apparently stra-
tegic reinvention and application of the story of Jesus to a contem-
porary migrant struggle. The “universal” at stake in the film could 
be understood as universal rights for all, but in my opinion this is 
too straightforward. I would argue that the motor at the heart of 
the film’s juxtaposition of Jesus’ and Sagnet’s roles is death, both 
in terms of the eternal redemption offered by the former’s story 
against migrant deaths at sea and those threatened by precarious 
living and working conditions in the latter’s struggle. Death appears 
aesthetically in the film at least twice apart from Jesus’ crucifixion: 
First, in the last scene which lingers over the ocean, the site not only 
of baptisms in the film but also of many unnamed and unmourned 
dead who didn’t make it to Italy; and second, in one of the most 
affecting and genuine scenes of the film, in which a migrant work-
er states that “he doesn’t want to think about the ocean anymore. 
Because the people who died there are still alive for me. I cannot 
let them go” (Rau 2020). 

I want to focus on the final scene of the ocean, however, in which 
the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ finds a political message 
as a quote from the Gospel of Matthew is read out: “The people who 
sat in darkness have seen a great light… Go therefore and teach the 
people to keep all that I have commanded you, and I will be with you 
until the end of the world”. We understand that this quote refers to 
the political message that Yvan Sagnet in his role of Jesus has “died” 
for in the film, but the viewer also senses a more inscrutable and 
melancholic conclusion in this image based on its real-life analogue. 
The death of the unknown migrants at sea, which has not been de-
picted, is the “real” death that demands a political answer. It demands 
this answer out of a universal love for frailty and mortality which 
we all can share. This evocation of the pity and fear at stake in the 
film – the fact that it moves beyond the particular legal demands 
for dignity of the migrant workers and towards a more universal 
appreciation of life staged in relationship to unjust death – evokes 
the possibility of the kind of anticipated, globally realist katharsis 
I am writing about, without the satisfaction of mimetic closure. For, 
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as I have argued, to offer this would be impossible or unsatisfactory 
without the global political structures that could inaugurate the 
subject of such global politics in the first place. 

The tragedy behind this universal is that a proper monument to the 
dead bodies in the Mediterranean will probably never be built, and 
nor will the border regime be altered. This combination of tragic 
fear (for what might happen to us all) and pity (for what has actually 
happened to others) resembles katharsis without fully realizing it: 
we “experience” Jesus’ death and ironic resurrection without ever 
experiencing the hidden deaths that have happened and yet remain 
undepicted. While the final step of Aristotelian katharsis is absent, 
as we are not able to identify with these heroes and experience their 
fall or redemption safely in the theater, nevertheless the audience 
are also addressed in their universality as political beings who act 
in the world, and who can contemplate the pity and fear of the con-
dition that has been made available to us through its depiction. At 
the same time we are required to change the worldly condition that 
necessitated this depiction (the lack of rights for migrant workers 
and their legal exclusion from participatory democracy) in order 
to realise it more fully. 

This kathartic release of a representation (in this case, the discourse 
of universal human rights and its applicability to a particular group 
of people) rather than a distant dramatic or heroic condition is the 
postdramatic aspect of the katharsis I refer to. As Hans-Thies Leh-
mann has written in his book Postdramatic Theatre (1999, English 
translation 2006), “the novelty [of the post-dramatic] resides in 
the fact that there is a transition from represented pain to pain 
experienced in representation… a theatre of bodies in pain causes 
a schism for the perception: here the represented pain, there the 
playful, joyful act of its representation that is itself attesting to 
pain” (Lehmann 2006, 166). In Rau’s The New Gospel as well as the 
second work I will discuss, Antigone in the Amazon, this interplay 
between represented pain and pain in representation has a clear 
political purpose: to point to the imagined global polity of solidarity 
or collective action that can repair or transform the conditions that 
led to such pain, and which is only achievable outside of its theatrical 
representation.
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Both works do this through their conclusions: in The New Gospel, the 
actor playing Jesus is resurrected (informing the audience this was 
just a play, after all, while leaving them to question the validity of the 
feelings aroused from his death and their real-world applicability to 
the migrant struggle), while the state murder represented in Antigone 
in the Amazon is replayed and then dissolved as the actors playing 
the police and the activists arise to sing to sing a collective ballad of 
resistance together. While Rau’s aims here are clearly socialist and 
point towards a more utopian future outside of mythical represen-
tations or dramatic reproductions, what is crucial for my argument 
about katharsis is that he is playing with the relationship between 
the facticity of history, or documentary theater, on the one hand, and 
the universality of poetry, or the emotions of pity and fear which I am 
claiming are crucial for postdramatic katharsis, on the other.

Or, as Jonathan Lear has put it in his recapitulation of Aristotelian 
katharsis: “poetry is more philosophical and more serious than his-
tory: for poetry speaks more about universals, while history speaks 
of particulars. By universal is meant what sort of thing such a sort of 
person would plausibly or necessarily say or do—which is the aim of 
poetry though it affixes proper names to characters; by a particular, 
what Alcibiades did or had done to him” (Poetics 9, 1451b5, see Lear 
1988, 312). In its postdramatic play between the representation of 
pain and pain in representation, Rau’s anticipated Global Realism 
also invokes this binary in interesting ways, both in terms of the 
documentary-style realism that enacts real events in a fictional but 
believable way (i.e. history), and the mythical or poetic universals it 
evokes and seeks to kathartically release. 

So much so that, insofar as we understand the general universal at 
stake in his plays to be our mutually interdependent exposure to one 
another as human existents, we can also understand the particular 
universals at stake in his play to be an instance of overcoming the 
particularity of history or of what has actually happened. Specifi-
cally, whether the possibility exists of identifying with the historical 
struggle of migrant workers in Italy and their claims to equal rights, 
or of identifying with the losses of the landless worker’s movement 
in Brazil beyond the terms of the nation-state that produces a collec-
tive moment of international solidarity. Or, to put it in Rau’s words 
which I have already quoted in a different context, “the universal is 
not portrayed directly through the particular, but experienced and 
simultaneously hypnotically seen” (2023, 56).
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4. Antigone in the Amazon

Milo Rau’s Antigone in the Amazon (2023) follows in the tradition of 
interpreting Antigone as a freedom or resistance fighter opposing 
state oppression, best exemplified by the South African production 
of The Island (1993) written by Athol Fugard or Jean Anouilh’s pro-
duction (1944) set during the Nazi occupation of Paris. The problem 
of such an interpretation is that it skews the dynamics of the play 
against Kreon, who represents the superiority of the laws of the polis 
over the blood-obligations represented by the philos of kin relations 
(see Knox 1964, 75–90). This means that the opposition between 
divine and human law which the play works out is obscured in favor 
of more compliant and one-sided modern conceptions of individual 
autonomy versus anonymized or instrumentalized state power.11 But 
that is not Sophocles’ message, and, in my opinion, Rau’s version of 
Antigone in the Amazon resolves this tragic contradiction between 
love of the state and love of family too easily on one side by proposing 
a more utopian ending to the play, which has consequences for my 
interpretation of the globally realist katharsis offered here. 

Antigone in the Amazon continues the aesthetic strategy of performa-
tive overlay I identified earlier in The New Gospel by combining three 
different narrative threads: the accounts of the personal experiences 
of the NTGent actors in the Amazon with a re-enactment of a police 
massacre of Brazilian activists from the MST (Brazil’s Landless 
Workers’ Movement) in 1996, and a conventional performance of 
the play Antigone. As with The New Gospel, Rau is still interested in 
how a representation of pain rather than represented pain leads to a 
sympathetic identification of the audience with the performers and 
calls towards a more globalized unity against capitalist exploitation. 
His ending of the play, which in many ways rewrites the Antigone 
itself through a collective event of mourning more reminiscent of 
the encounter in Book 24 of The Iliad between Achilles and Priam 
than Sophocles’ work itself, anticipates a collective global Aufstand 
or uprising against oppressive state-capitalist forces outside the 
mimetic theatrical experience itself.

Apart from his genius reinterpretation of the chorus as a group of 
actual social activists belonging to the MST movement, the problem 
with Rau’s more one-sided interpretation is that the intransigence 
shared by both Kreon and Antigone is no longer mirrored between 
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Figure 3: Milo Rau and team during the filming of the baptism of Jesus  
(Yvan Sagnet, not pictured) by John the Baptist (Enrique Irazoqui, crouching 
in water) during the filming of The New Gospel, © Maurizio Di Zio/
Fruitmarket, photo provided by NTGent
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the two characters, which lessens their tragic conclusion. Kreon, 
alive but contrite at the end of the play, seems to be included in the 
general moment of mourning produced by Haimon’s and Antigone’s 
suicides, which he shares with Ismene and the chorus after Eurydike’s 
death. Furthermore, Haimon’s suicide seems only to reflect upon 
his father’s intransigence, rather than the suicide of his bride-to-be 
Antigone (information we are not given in Rau’s version). 

The problem is highlighted most clearly with the lack of the com-
parison between their deaths and therefore what they stood for in 
life. Kreon, having lost everything, is devastated but alive at the end 
of the play, leading the audience to ask what his commitment to law 
above family brought him. By contrast, Antigone, having died and 
been buried within a stone tomb, is nonetheless described by the 
chorus as “descending alive into death”, suggesting that her sacrifice 
managed to preserve the idea that some laws cannot be adjusted to 
human ends, and so she lives on in some form or another.12 

This tragic comparison is what usually leads the chorus to sing of 
moderation and respect for the Gods at the end of the play, sug-
gesting that either choice of an unwavering commitment to the – in 
Antigone’s case, incestuous – philos of blood relations or to the 
abstract laws of the state will lead to tragedy. In Rau’s version, this 
is not true, and that matters because up until his conclusion, his 
version of the play contains genuinely transformative moments of 
violence and mourning. In the most affecting scene of the play, Kay 
Sara, the actress playing Antigone who is also an Indigenous woman 
of royal descent, transforms the burial of her “brother” Polyneices 
into a mourning-protest against the murder of her fellow activists, 
ecocide, and settler-colonialism more generally. The honesty of her 
pain erupts within the documentary realism of the production thus 
far to become a moment of collective mourning that goes beyond the 
symbolic death of Polyneices to include, for instance, the murdered 
LGBT politician Marielle Franco. 

When Kay Sara faces the camera and screams “get out”, we under-
stand she is not only speaking to the spectators of her grief but 
also to the colonial forces occupying or threatening her ancestral 
lands. Even within a theatrical performance, however, it strains 
belief that a tyrant or war criminal would express contrition for 
his oppression of the subaltern groups he had excluded from his 
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own city, as Rau has his Kreon do. This adapts the version from the 
Antigone referring to brothers (one as the enemy, one as the savior 
of the state) into a colonialist context, and suggests that through 
collective mourning and sociality we are able to overcome such 
divisions to act collectively together. 

The politics of the universal right-to-burial expressed in the classical 
Antigone suggest that the laws governing Antigone’s choice, described 
as belonging to a “greater, indeterminate time” than that which 
governs the human laws on Earth, must be respected lest tragedy 
result (McNeill 2011, 14). However, the suggestion taken from Rau’s 
conclusion,  that we are all related to one another beyond either the 
affiliation to state or family, and can therefore experience a moment 
of collective solidarity beyond such polarized nationalist politics, is 
a strange yet moving adaptation. It privileges the sociality of group 
struggle over-and-above any other kind of obligation or ground, and 
in that sense, suggests that the particular universal at play in Anti-
gone in the Amazon is the possibility of such group struggle opened 
up by the concealed mourning behind unjust death and the values 
of dignity and right-to-life it brings forth into the social realm. 

This is Rau’s answer, it seems, to the peculiarity of the Ode to Man 
sung by the chorus in the original Antigone, which declares that 
man is “monstrous” (in his, i.e., Hölderlin’s, German translation, 
ungeheuer; “marvellous”, “awe-inspiring”, “clever” or “terrible” in 
English; δεινός in Greek). But man is not monstrous in the sense 
that he commits monstrous acts; he is monstrous, in the sense that 
it is only by excluding his own incoherence that he becomes that 
clever, able anthropos in the first place. In the classical Antigone, 
that monstrosity is figured as incest and Antigone’s resolute and 
almost petulant attempt to confer value upon her brother beyond 
this incestuous legacy.13 In Rau’s Antigone, I think this monstrosity 
would have been more believably figured as something more than 
instrumentalized and anonymized state violence, which would then 
find its opposite in collective sociality. 

In my opinion, this interpretation would have offered a tragic con-
clusion that leads to a globally realist katharsis – not to say that 
fascists are violent and their victims suffer and grieve together 
through collective action, but to portray (for instance) the idea that 
such power-hungry forces live inside all of us and can be fatally 
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expressed through death-driven state formations. Therefore, the 
audience’s identification within a clear victim-perpetrator men-
tality is unsure at best and troubling at worst. That would have 
been monstrous, and kathartic in the classical sense, as it would 
have depicted and therefore also released the affect excluded by a 
group or polity from itself in order to maintain its own subjective 
or collective coherence. And it is with that thought that I wish to 
now turn to a discussion of Euripides’ Troades and a recent volume 
published by writers from the Gaza strip in order to ask whether a 
globally realist katharsis concerning this present-day conflict would 
be possible and what it might achieve.

5. Letters to Gaza: By the People, From the Year 
That Has Been (2025) and The Trojan Women

While I was writing this article and researching Milo Rau’s plays, 
bombs were being dropped on hospitals in Gaza. I felt bombarded 
as well by the news of children with missing limbs, with no food or 
shelter, with no family members or international support, and with 
the damning reports from international doctors and aid agencies 
condemning the violence (Beigbeder 2025). So I thought about 
katharsis and The Trojan Women in a different context as well, as a 
play about the victims of war staged in the Athenian city that had 
just recently conquered the island of Melos and sold the women and 
children into slavery. By combining a reading of The Trojan Women 
with the recent volume Letters from Gaza: By the People, From the 
Year That Has Been (2025), I am interested in enquiring into whether 
a globally realist katharsis would be possible from this conflict in 
precisely the terms that Milo Rau outlines in his plays: the interplay 
of documentary realism or the particularly of history, on the one 
hand, and universal, mytho-poetic tropes which excite pity and 
fear in its audience on the other. What is possible to learn from this 
combination is twofold: first, how the realism in Global Realism 
operates mythopoetically in regards to actually occurring events; 
and second, how the self-reflexivity of modern tragic interpretations 
differs from ancient tragedy in a way that enables the postdramatic, 
since any dramatic representation would be necessarily incomplete 
without this modern self-reflexivity. 

POSTDRAMATIC KATHARSIS AND MILO RAU’S GLOBAL REALISM



    I 133

As Barbara Goff and other commentators have noted, Euripides’ 
Troades is a play that suggests “that defeat and victory themselves 
are not very different from each other, or indeed may have changed 
places,” which results in a situation in which the audience cannot 
definitively identify either with the victors or the victims (Goff 
2009, 16). This depiction becomes relevant for my discussion of 
postdramatic katharsis once it becomes clear that, in Aristotelian 
terms, “all that men fear in regard to themselves excites their pity 
when others are the victim” (Goff 2013, 63). Therefore, when victory 
and victimhood become interchangeable in The Trojan Women, the 
emotions of pity and fear which are still felt but remain inconclusive 
and unresolved become self-reflexive in a very modern way, leading 
scholars to wildly conflicting interpretations of the meaning of the 
play: as an exercise in nihilism without hope, a non-tragedy that 
involves lamentation without reflection, or a lament that makes 
music out of suffering.14 

Such an aesthetic depiction becomes relevant in the present-day 
conflict once we ask why it has not been possible to build an inter-
national consensus against children dying. According to Save the 
Children, an international aid agency based in the UK, the war has 
denied essential aid to children since at least March 2, 2025, in which 
“absolutely no humanitarian aid or commercial goods have entered 
Gaza” (Beigbeder 2025; Save the Children n.d.). Furthermore, the first-
hand accounts of the siege of Gaza depicted in Letters from Gaza by 
various authors make it clear that they see themselves or their loved 
ones as “already dead”, in the sense that they live under the constant 
threat of their own obliteration or that of their homes, loved ones, or 
family. It is this state of impending death that I think connects The 
Trojan Women with the present-day crisis, not only in the sense of a 
people under siege, but also in the ethical terms of how spectators to 
these crises – one depicted on stage in mytho-poetic terms, and one 
unfolding before our eyes through modern media, leading to states 
of helplessness, engagement or passivity - can respond.

Letters from Gaza is a volume replete with figurations of the besieged 
city as the beloved who is no more, or who is has left, or is leaving; 
the madness and incomprehensibility of war; the irreplaceability of 
loved ones and cultural artifacts; and the necessity of bearing witness 
in a vacuum of destruction. Several authors were already dead by the 
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time of the volume’s publication, and others constantly prevaricate 
over the time or manner of their death or burial. Reading this vol-
ume makes the realism behind Global Realism much more present, 
in that we understand that this situation is ongoing and therefore 
the literary figurations and poetic images used by the authors are 
still relevant in real-time. Simultaneously, we understand that theirs 
is a work of literature, crafted through a necessary distance and 
metaphorical aptitude. It is this characteristic of lament – both its 
pervasive need to understand and depict what is happening, with 
an equally pervasive equivocation and questioning of the real-world 
efficacy of that depiction – which makes this volume a necessary 
companion to The Trojan Women.

The Trojan Women leaves the viewer or reader ultimately unsure 
about the kind of tragedy that is unfolding, and therefore the kind 
of lament or sympathy that it becomes necessary to feel after the 
play is completed. Is it tragic because the gods abandoned Troy to 
its fate? Or, is it tragic because the women are conscious of their 
impending fate as slaves? Is it tragic because Astyanax, the future 
hope of Troy, is killed? Or, is it tragic because we can share in Hecuba’s 
lament that recalls the history of Troy in loving terms, which will 
no longer exist? Is it tragic, finally, because Hecuba is able to sing 
and find consolation in her song, implying that the universal state 
of pity and fear arises from our awareness of and agency over our 
surroundings, even when we are compelled by force to obey another’s 
will or be destroyed? This would be my interpretation, which can 
only be arrived at through the episodic and open-ended structure of 
the plot itself: through Polyxena’s suicide, Andromache’s preference 
for death over servitude, Hecuba’s laments, and the chorus’ final 
appeal to the gods who have absented themselves in their words “I 
care, I care whether you think of this”. 

In my opinion, the tragedy, at least for a modern audience, lies in 
the ability of the Trojan women to articulate their conditions while 
being utterly unable to influence them. This is also an explanation for 
why the play in its extant form involves no clear divine retribution 
for the Greeks, despite the fact that they have committed hubris 
against the altar of Athena. The question of justice is not satisfactorily 
resolved by the end of the play, and by reading Letters to Gaza as 
a more direct and contemporary example of the kinds of mythical 
laments present in the Troades it is possible to suggest a reason why: 
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many of the authors of the present-day volume begin their pieces 
with an “I was… I am” structure. This structure repeats not only the 
violent splitting of traumatic life events, but also connects the time 
before to the time during, which is then ongoing and cannot find 
its afterwards without being entirely erased. Many of the authors 
in the collective volume preserve this ongoing state as a means of 
preserving what they have lost.15 

Similarly, this question of what comes after the Troades has preoccu-
pied scholars and is addressed by Barbara Goff in the following way:

Only by imaginatively projecting beyond the confines of 
the play itself can we assure ourselves of the desired just 
outcome, but it is not clear that we are encouraged to do so. 
On one persuasive reading, the ‘beyond the play’ is exactly 
what is missing from the end… [the play’s] beginning is a 
version of an ending, complete with a valedictory address by 
a god, and between the two is only an endgame. (Goff 2006, 
38-39).

In that sense, the after of tragedy becomes a self-reflexive question 
for the modern audience, as they seek to position themselves be-
tween the troubled identification between victor and victim that 
the Troades presents to them. And that is my final point in regards 
to postdramatic katharsis and Rau’s proposal for Global Realism: 
in releasing the representation of pain as well as represented pain, 
postdramatic katharsis also does not allow for a fitting closure to 
heroic or tragic identification. As the drama takes place outside 
of the theatrical representation to include real-world events and 
struggles, it also then proposes the self-reflexive participation of its 
audience: one does not then feel pity or fear precisely for the others 
who are depicted on stage, as the line of separation between these 
others and ourselves is blurred. 

Just as it is possible to say that mythical representations enable the 
poetic universals of pity and fear to be felt because they produce a 
distant and generalized representation of events, it is also possible to 
say that the realism of such historical particulars confers a meaning 
upon such universals that is impossible to achieve if the events were 
simply distant reproductions on the stage. The implicated subject, 
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then, of Global Realism seeks to move between these two sides in an 
attempt to be relieved of the ideological contradictions embedded 
in what a society has deemed incoherent to itself through both its 
real and fictional representations. What the Troades in combination 
with Letters from Gaza helps us understand is that there is something 
irreducible to the necessity of writing as a form of bearing witness, 
not only to catastrophe, but also to love, tenderness, friendship, 
family history, belonging, separation, remorse, or even the pleasure 
of eating or of travelling. Otherwise, in a city under siege, one would 
only be preoccupied with the basic necessities of life. 

In many ways, this thought amends Gilbert Murray’s interpretation 
of the play as “making music out of a wrong”, and instead towards 
a more lively, if ultimately still fatal, interpretation of the pleasure 
involved in the depiction of suffering. It is impossible to say that 
Letters From Gaza is consoling; yet the world is richer for its exis-
tence, because it manages to make present voices facing their own 
obliteration for the whole world outside of them. This self-reflex-
ivity or consciousness of one’s own fate is what connects Letters 
from Gaza with Hecuba’s final lament in The Trojan Women, and it 
also concludes my discussion of postdramatic katharsis and Milo 
Rau’s Global Realism in the terms of performative empathy I have 
already quoted in my abstract: “perhaps (this) is the basis of every 
poetics: that somebody suffers something, and that somebody else 
can witness it: to be with this person, so that they are not alone” 
(Rau 2023, 117).
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Endnotes

1 Published in German as Die 
Rückeroberung der Zukunft: Ein 
Essay in 2023 by Rowohlt Verlag 
in Hamburg. I focus on this 
book rather than the previous 
essay collection Global Realism 
(Verbrecher Verlag, 2018) as it 
does not include the theatrical 
works discussed in this article. All 
translations are my own. 

2 He writes that his art tries to 
establish “an alternative, utopian 
realism that can oppose capitalist 
realism – or exactly what I am calling 
Global Realism” (Rau 2023, 52). 

3 See: Arbeiterkammer Österreich, 
“Was Theater kann – Lektionen 
in einer Kunst des Widerstands | 
Wiener Stadtgespräch,” Youtube, 
May 14, 2024. Discourse series, 
1:41:43. https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=2cOMRvlsLrM.  

4 He writes, for instance, “Global 
Realism is an attempt to re-import 
the contradictory universal (or 
global) problems back into the 
western world… because one 
effect of globalization is that 
the causes and consequences of 
economic, ecological, or even simply 
psychological power struggles are 
separated from one another” (Rau 
2024, 37).

5 He writes that “the realism that 
interests me is only marginally 
interested in reality as it is, or in a 
critique of reflection. I am interested 
in the productive forces, the 
relationships and resistances behind 
and within representation” (Rau 
2024, 53).

6 This oft-quoted idea is adapted from 
Walter Benjamin’s essay “Theories 
of German Fascism: On the Collection 
of Essays War and Warrior, edited by 
Ernst Jünger,” first printed in 1930 
as a review to the volume of essays 
edited by Jünger and published 
earlier that same year. 

7 He writes, for example, that in The 
New Gospel “the false antagonism 
was between black and white 
farm workers, whereas the true 
antagonism was between the 
producers and huge supermarkets 
such as Lidl, Rewe, Spar and 
Migros and their inhumane cost 
politics. Practical solidarity means 
uncovering the true antagonism, and 
changing it” (Rau 2024, 128).

8 The German term used by Gotthold 
Ephraim Lessing in his 1769 
Hamburgische Dramaturgie The 
Hamburg Dramaturgy) is Reinigung.
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9 Rau also discusses the story of 
Odysseus in the volume Althussers 
Hände (Berlin, Verbrecher Verlag) 
from 2015. 

10 In his discussion of the connection 
between the universal and 
particular, Rau writes that works 
like Orestes in Mossul or The Congo 
Tribunal instantiate a combination 
of “image and reality, critique and 
praxis” which leads to a situation 
in which the universal descends 
into the particular instance. So 
that, in his opinion, his work 
The Congo Tribunal is not only a 
theatrical depiction of international 
jurisprudence, but also a real 
institution of the same (Rau 2024, 
56).

11 The word “autonomous” makes 
its first extant appearance in 
Sophocles’ Antigone and was crucial 
for modern interpretations of the 
play such as that in Hegel’s Elements 
of the Philosophy of Right (1820). 
For a discussion of Antigone’s 
autonomy see McNeill 2011. This 
word is entirely absent from Rau’s 
production.

12 See: Parkhowell, Lindsay. “Antigone 
and the Sublime: Acts of Impossible 
Affirmation” Humanities Bulletin, 
7(1), 2023, 105-118.

13 See Chapter Two “Death, 
Undeadness, and Funeral Rites” in 
Alenka Zupančič’s Let Them Rot: 
Antigone’s Parallax (2023) for a 
discussion of this argument.

14 See Poole 1976 for the first 
argument; Mossman 2005 for the 
second; And Murray 2005 [1905] 
for the third argument. 

15 Examples include: My Dear Friend, 
Youssef by Bahaa Shahera Rauf; 
I Weep Only for Gaza by Raed 
Shniowra; A Soul as Vast as the 
Universe by Hiba Abu Nada; and 
Unable to Convey the Sound of the 
Explosion by Husam Marouf.
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