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Abstract
This study examines the semiotic change of the dramatic
protagonists from symbolic morality to psychological individuality,
following the semiotic change of the dramatic protagonist from
representing a classical moral symbol to an ordinary modern man who
is psychologically and internally motivated more than being shaped by
external forces. The character transformation has been discussed in
literary studies but the semiotic aspects behind this transformation are
not suitably and systematically examined .Employing Saussure and
Barthes' theories of semiotics, the study shows how the character,
'protagonist’ witnesses change from embodying symbolic values in
classical texts to presenting the psychological experiences of an

individual in modern theatre. Through the analysis of Sophocles’
Oedipus the King and Simon Stephens’ Motortown, the study illustrates
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how, visual, verbal, and behavioral codes or signs reshape the function
of the protagonist as a mere symbolic performer on the stage within
the theatrical text into a subjective individuality in modern drama. In
the classical play of Oedipus the King, the protagonist acts as a moral
symbol whose identity is motivated or shaped by divine law and social
norms. On the contrary, Stephens' play, Motortown, defies the classical
notion of moral truth; Danny, the protagonist appears as a fragmented,
psychologically unstable individual whose personality is formed by
language, violence, and alienation. Each protagonist embodies his day;
how much the world has been changed and what influences can be
found are reflected in the nature of the protagonists in theatrical texts.
Studying these two plays, the research shows the semiotic transition
from symbolic to psychological forms of characterization. Finally, the
study employs APA as formatting style and ends with the list of
references.

1. Introduction

The concept of protagonist in drama has witnessed a significant
historical transformation, starting with a symbolic representation of
traditional, moral or divine truths and order to reach a state of
individuality that is psychologically complex and mentally fragmented.
In classic theatre, the protagonist acts as a stable signifier of universal
truths, representing the moral and universal rules that govern the
existence of man. Aristotle's idea of 'the tragic hero' in Poetics, helps
understanding the semiotic nature of the classical protagonist. He
asserts that the change of fortune should not be from bad to good but
in contrast ; it should be from good to bad and it should come about
not through wickedness, but through some great error or frailty
'Hamartia'(13,1453a .p.70-71) . This view helps the hero to be
regarded as a morally important symbol whose downfall represents
the ethical and celestial balance of the universe. The protagonist's fall
is not a result of vice but a revelation of the moral law that controls
man's being. His decisions, actions, and even reactions are all
generated by the external forces represented by the moral sets of law,
religion, society, etc. Through 'anagnorisis’, the Greek word for
recognition or discovery, "a character (usually the PROTAGONIST)
recognizes the true state of affairs, having previously been in error or
ignorance”(Baldick, 2001, p.10). Thus, it is through that recognition
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that Oedipus (in Oedipus the King) realizes his fatal mistakes of killing
his own father and marrying his mother and hence he becomes a
symbol of moral and ethical consciousness. By contrast, in modern
theatre, character becomes an ambiguous sign, a constellation of
fragmented experiences and linguistic gestures that reflect the
disintegration of moral certainties. This change functions as a wider
cultural movement from viewing identity as an inherent and fixed to
viewing it as socially constructed. In The Actor and the Character:
Explorations in the Psychology of Transformative Acting (2019),
Vladimir Mirodan starts his exploration by the basic concept in the
dramatic art, the idea of “character”, central to this section, he argues
that modern character is not merely a construct of language or
performance conventions. @ He emphasizes that character still
preserves deep artistic and psychological importance, both for actors
and audiences, because character remains the main means through
which human experience is made visible (p.9-48). The present study
examines this transformation semiotically, following the evolution of
the protagonist from Oedipus the King by Sophocles to Motortown by

Simon Stephens.

Dealing with the same context of the study, the two core terms
should be defined; semiotics/ semiology: the two terms have the same
"Greek root: semeion, ‘sign .Hence, the science of signs". But
specifically speaking, "semiology is the science of signs (and signals) in
general; semiotics refers to the theory of sign systems in language. For
all practical purposes they are both concerned with the means of
communication as conventions, with particular emphasis on language.
But, not just language” (Cuddon, 2013, p.643). It is also defined as " the
analytic study of the essential conditions to which all signs are
subject”(Liszka, 1996, p.13). Semiotics and semiology therefore serve
as basic elements for extracting meanings or how meaning is produced,
analyzed, transformed and explained in various fields of
representation. In the literary and dramatic texts, they provide
perspectives into how words, gestures, settings, and visual elements
act as signs or symbols that forms levels of significance. By studying
drama through a semiotic perspective, the character, dialogue, and
stage actions can be interpreted as interrelated signifiers that convey
deeper moral, psychological, and cultural meanings. Hence the study
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tries to explain how does semiotic theory show the transformation of
the protagonist from a moral symbol to a psychological individual and
what verbal, visual, and behavioral signs illustrate this change.
1.1 Oedipus the King

Starting with the Greek playwright, Sophocles' classical text of
Oedipus the King and its plot overview is significant to give a clear
picture of its story and the symbolic nature of the protagonist, Oedipus.
The play, written around (429 BCE), begins with King Oedipus already
married to a Queen named Jocasta and has four children. The audience
knows that the marriage to the queen has come as a reward of solving
the riddle of Sphinx and ending its curse. Oedipus became the king of
Thebes .The play opens with a religious man and the Chorus asking
Oedipus to help them with a disease (plague) that is destroying their
town. Oedipus sends Creon, to seek a divine message about the cause
of the plague. Creon comes back with the news that the plague will end
only when the murderer of the previous king, Laius, is found and
brought to justice to be punished. Oedipus promises to find the king’s
killer to make revenge upon him, and end the plague. When Oedipus
investigates, the truth begins to appear. The audience learns that many
years ago, Queen Jocasta and King Laius knew about a prophecy that
their own son would kill his father and marry his mother. Seeking
more and more about the truth, Oedipus knows the truth that he has
killed his father and married his mother. Realizing this fact, Queen
Jocasta hangs herself and Oedipus blinds himself as he punishes
himself for committing the crimes. After that he will be sent out of the
city of Thebes and his brother in low takes power and control (Court
Theatre, n.d). As it is evident form his story, the protagonist acquires a
symbolic importance since he becomes the sign of morality in the play.
1.2 Motortown

Concerning the psychological individuality, there is the story of
Danny, the main character in Motortown by Simon Stephens. The play,
written in 2005, tells the story of one day in the life of a young soldier,
Danny, who comes back from the war in Iraq (Basra), isolated,
desperate, fragmented and hopeless. Unable to adapt to his hometown
of Dagenham, the "motortown" of the title, which was once was the
biggest Ford factory outside Detroit. His forgotten region on the far
edge of East London seems more of a strange land to Danny than his
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army camp. He revenges himself by carrying the terror and violence of
the war back with him. Danny thinks himself a "squaddie", a soldier
who is attractive to women. He seeks an old girlfriend then buys a
weapon, and walks aimlessly through his city that feels unfamiliar and
fragmented to him. His trip is distinguished by Kkilling, violence,
confusion, and emotional conflict reflecting his psychological
disintegration (Stephens, n.d.) .Thus, in Motortown, the modern
protagonist’s journey represents a psychological alienation. Danny's
story shows the huge gap between war's patriotic propaganda and its

reality.
2. The Theoretical and Methodological Framework

Ferdinand de Saussure and his concept of the linguistic sign in his
book Course in General Linguistics (1959), is regarded as the basic
context for understanding how the character in a play is a semiotic
entity. He disagrees with the old idea that language is only the process
of naming; for him it does not come from a direct relationship between
the object and the word; the linguistic sign unites, not a thing and a
name, but a concept and a sound-image. The latter is not the material
sound, a purely physical thing, but the psychological imprint of the
sound, the impression that it makes on our senses (p.66). For Saussure
naming comes from what is called 'psychological entity': "the linguistic
sign is then a two-sided psychological entity... The two elements are
intimately united, and each recalls the other” (p.66). This psychological
entity consists of two inseparable items: the 'signifier' (the mental
sound-image) and the 'signified' (the related concept):

[ propose to retain the word sign [signe] to designate the

whole and to replace concept and sound-image respectively by

signified [signifie] and signifier [signifiant]; the last two terms
have

the advantage of indicating the opposition that separates them

from each other and from the whole of which they are parts
(p-67).

Here, Saussure clarifies that a linguistic sign is made of two basic
parts: the 'concept' man thinks of and the 'sound-image' he associates
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with it. To make this separation clearer, Saussure puts the word 'sign'
for the whole unit and substitutes 'concept’ for 'signified' and 'sound-
image' for 'signifier'. These novel terms ensure the contrast between
the two parts and show that each part is standing apart yet crucial in
composing the whole sign. Meaning therefore does not exist in things
themselves but in the interrelated signifying system, which means that
meaning of a word is gained because it is different from the other
words i.e. it is gained through patterns, oppositions, and conventions
not from intrinsic values in the object. Meaning is produced by the
system itself.

This idea is the core for the semiotic analysis of characters in drama,
since the character’s identity is similarly produced by the interrelation
between their spoken or verbal expression, psychical appearance, and
conceptual meaning. The characters are not stable or fixed entities but
rather they are 'signs', these signs gain their meaning or importance
through their place in the cultural and dramatic context. The same idea
is argued by Veltrusky in his An Approach to the Semiotics of Theatre
(2012) when he explains how signifier and signified should be
interpreted within the stage context. In the theatrical context all the
movements, speeches, gestures, and psychical appearance of the
characters are (signifiers) that deliver meanings (signifieds),which
means they are the theatrical signs that can be deciphered by the
audience. These signs' explanation relies on their role within the stage
semiotic system(pp.115-131) .In the classical work of Oedipus the King
the 'signified' of the protagonist is relatively fixed and morally
symbolic, while in Motortown the 'signified' is not stable; it is
fragmented, and psychologically framed. Saussure’s theory thus
supports the argument that the classic characters in dramatic texts are
representative of symbolic morality since they give meanings in the
binary opposition by carrying one stable trait against another.
Regarding Ronald Gerard Barthes and his theory of semiotics, he
develops De Saussure's theory of "signifier and signified", he goes
beyond restricting the concept in the context of linguistic sign. Barthes,
in his Elements of Semiology (1967), he argues that the concept of
signification goes beyond the linguistic structure to include the cultural
and social context or practices:
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Saussure postulated the existence of a general

science of signs, or Semiology, of which linguistics
would form only one part. Semiology therefore aims
to take in any system of signs, whatever their substance
and limits; images, gestures, musical sounds,
objects, and the complex associations of all these
which form the content of ritual, convention or,
public entertainment: these constitute, if not languages
at least systems of signification (p.9).

His system of semiology is grouped in four main headings: Language
and Speech, Signified and Signifier, Syntagm and System, Denotation
and Connotation. In his section about denotation and connotation he
states: "connotation being itself a system, comprises signifiers,
signified, and the process which unites the former to the latter
(signification), and it is the inventory of these three elements which
one should undertake in the first place for each system"(p.91). By
adopting the system of connotation, he helps the semiotic system to be
transformed from merely linguistic into significantly cultural, and
hence, the semiotic analysis is not only about words but rather it
includes all signifying elements. He argues that; "the process of
connotation is so “natural” and so immediate when it is experienced
that it is almost impossible to separate denotation and
connotation”(Cobly&Jansz,2012, p.82). That's to say, connotation when
it is practiced , is so natural and immediate in the mind of the reader to
the degree of the impossibility of separating it from denotation
because the signifier and the signified are associated firmly and
naturally to each other. Also, in his Mythologies (1972), he argues,”
myth is a type of speech, everything can be a myth provided it is
conveyed by a discourse. Myth is not defined by the object of its
message, but by the way in which it utters this message: there are
formal limits to myth, there are no 'substantial' ones” (p.109). This
means that the whole sign system (sign, signifier, signified) is
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reproduced in a mythical form i.e. the whole sign turns to be a new
signifier carrying with it the beliefs, principles, and values of a society;
it gives a certain perspective. That's why Barthes says that myth is a
kind of speech; the sign is not taken literally but with its cultural and
social meanings.

Applying the sign system to modern plays will provide levels of
meaning within the play and helps to understand how the semiotic
changes of the dramatic characters reveal the change in their role as
modern individuals. Thus, these theories of De Saussure and Barthes of
semiotic transformation with their connotations provide a base for the
character analysis of the two plays. In this qualitative analysis extracts
from the two texts will be examined to be used as evidences of the
changes in the notion of the protagonist in the two plays. And hence
their role as a representative of their time will be demonstrated
through his character. The extracts are chosen from the exposition,
climax, and the resolution (denouement) of the plays. This aim of this
deliberate selection is to follow the transformation of the protagonist
and his development in the dramatic structure of the two plays. It
helps to depict the meanings associated with them and to show how
identity, symbolic values, and signs can evolve over time rather than
staying as it is. This selection is not to show the semiotic
transformation within each play but rather between the two plays; the
time span that shows and causes the transformation of the values
connected to the notion of the protagonist. It is to affirm that Oedipus
and Danny function as two different protagonists with two different
roles in two different eras; symbolic morality and psychological
individuality.

3. Analysis and Discussion

To analyze the two chosen texts, it is logical to connect each play with
the theory it embodies. Written in two different eras, the two plays
represent different perspectives on human condition and his existence.
More effectively the two characters semiotically show the changes that
happened to the notion of the 'protagonist’ and their characteristics
and hence the changes or the transformation that the individuals
witnessed over time since literature (drama) is the reflection of life.
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3.1 Oedipus the King and the Symbolic Morality

The classical play, Oedipus the King tackles themes of bravery, fate,
guilt knowledge, recognition, and many other themes. All these themes
can be traced in the character of the protagonist, Oedipus. In Greek
tragedy, As Buxton (2007) explains, the whole case is about the
protagonist and his downfall because he is depicted as the symbol of
the moral significance. The Greek tragedy is not about what happens to
the protagonist's interior world but what will happen to the moral
order that he represents? This means that what is important in Greek
tragedy is the external world of the protagonist since he is the
embodiment of a set of moral and ethical orders; he is treated as a type
not an individual. The role of the protagonist is important because he
embodies the moral stigma of his time and the divine law that governs
man's life and his surroundings. Oedipus is representing something
greater than himself; through him universal moral ethics are presented
(166-167). This view of the character is constructed through the
symbolic sign in a moral and metaphysical context in which meaning is
stable and fixed by the laws of the providence. Relying on De
Saussure's perspective of "signification", Oedipus, acts as a "signifier"
whose “signified" is a group of abstract meanings associated with him
in the form of the binary oppositions such as knowledge versus
ignorance, innocence versus guilt, love versus hatred. Through these
binary oppositions his identity is fixed or stabilized to denote that he is
the protagonist whose personality is symbolic since he represents
universal moral meanings. Oedipus is not an individual whose traits
are specially connected with him, he functions as a type of a ruler, a
man with power. As a symbol he represents man's ambition for
knowledge, ignorance, fate, justice, purification etc. all these concepts
are universal but they are fixed ones. In the prologue (the exposition),
he states:

OEDIPUS
My sons! Newest generation of this ancient city
of Thebes! Why are you here? Why are you seated

there at the altar, with these branches of supplication?
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The city is filled with the smoke of burning incense,
with hymns to the healing god, with laments
for the dead. I did not think it right, my children,

to hear reports of this from others. Here | am, myself,
world-famous Oedipus (Sophocles, 1959, pp.1-2).

In this speech of the protagonist, Oedipus, the mood of the play is
established; it's formal, collective, and serious reflecting the ritual
atmosphere of the scene. In the Saussurian model, he is the signifier
who produces signified through many areas; his name "swollen
foot"(Sophocles, 1959, p .74), (verbal sign) deciphers the truth of his
origin. The Greek name "Oedipus” signifies the tragic event happened
to him as a child and hence uncovers his identity. In this speech he
addresses his people calling them "my sons" and the "newest
generation of Thebes". This type of addressing gives Oedipus the moral
authority of a symbolic ruler (verbal & visual signifier) who is
governing his nation in a parental sense and situates him in the middle
between the people and gods (signified). His state reflects the paternal
figure who acts as a visual signifier of justice, protection, and order
(signified). His presence as a king and hero (signifier) produces
meaning, when he calls himself "world-famous Oedipus”, he adds
meaning or signification through his position in the cultural, religious,
moral, and political system in the play (signified). His position in front
of the alter (visual sign) produces the signified of a strong and legal
kingship. Again as a signifier, Oedipus stands for human rationality,
kingship, and knowledge, at the same time he signifies the limits of
human power under the divine order. In the play meaning is produced
in a relational system: Oedipus signifies knowledge via blindness,
recognition via ignorance, purification via exile and authority via
downfall. The play is not about Oedipus's feeling as an individual
rather it is about how Oedipus stands as a symbolic figure rather than a
psychological subject. In the same speech he gives more evidences of
being a symbol:

You, old man, speak up—you are the man to
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speak for the others. In what mood are you sitting’

there—in fear or resignation? You may count on
me; [ am ready to do anything to help. l would be
insensitive to pain, if I felt no pity for my people
seated here (Sophocles, 1959, p .2).

In commands (verbal sign) like " You, old man, speak up"”, Oedipus
(signifier) shows himself as a legal ruler who has the right to command
his people (signified). In another statement like "I would be insensitive
to pain, if [ felt no pity for my people seated here"”, Oedipus (signifier)
expresses his willingness to serve his nation or more precisely he
produces the signified of a moral responsibility and ethical duty. Also
he ,as a signifier, produces signified of civil protection and moral
obligation when he states his desire to help;" I am ready to do anything
to help". In all these statements Oedipus does not stand for the
individual who externalizes his inner psychological state, he
symbolizes the moral and ethical state of a king, responsible for his
nation.

He is the type of the loyal king ; the one that nothing except for power,

ambition ,loyalty, and the embodiment of the divine hierarchy can be
expected from him, even in his fall he is the symbol of the decline of
the moral order, man's knowledge, and the symbolic victim. When king
Laius's murder is investigated, Oedipus tells Tiresias, the blind
prophet:

OEDIPUS
Listen to me. I think that you helped
to plan the murder of Laius—yes, and short of
actually raising your hand against him you did it.
If you weren'’t blind, I'd say that you alone struck

him down (Sophocles, 1959, p.22-23).
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In this extract from about middle of the events, Oedipus is a signifier
whose signifieds are those of investigator of murder, the truth
follower, and knowledge seeker. These traits are typical for a ruler
whose first target is to represent the divine law on earth. As Umberto
Eco in his book, A Theory of Semiotics (1976), says "signification system
is an autonomous semiotic construct that has an abstract mode of
existence independent of any possible communicative act it makes
possible”(p.9), Oedipus is not creating meaning individually by his
choice, he is functioning within a cultural system in which meanings or
significations are established before his actions. Each state of him
embodies a specific signified, that is why his sign as a faithful king will
be changed into a morally corrupted one when Tiresias, the blind
prophet, tells him;" You are the murderer, you are the unholy
defilement of this land (Sophocles, 1959, p.23)" . In this speech
Tiresias, raises the actions to reach the climax and creates more
dramatic tension but the most important point is that it helps the
symbolic figure of Oedipus to be changed from a symbol of lawful king
into a symbol of pollution to signify the providence's punishment and
guilt. Though he did not kill Laius knowingly, now Oedipus is a signifier
whose signifieds are those of investigator of murder, the truth
follower, and knowledge seeker. Gradually and reaching the climax of
the play when Tiresias tells him more, Oedipus becomes a signifier
whose signified is that of guilt, moral pollution, and tragic hero:

He will be revealed as brother and father of the

children with whom he now lives, the son and husband

of the woman who gave him birth, the murderer

and marriage-partner of his father. (Sophocles, 1959, p.31).

The protagonist faces his tragic fate; he submits to the inevitable fate
of the divine. Oedipus through his symbolic role shows the cultural and
ethical concepts of what a king is. He seizes from producing positive
meanings associated with him as a king. Now he is the symbol of
pollution, moral corruption and ignorance. When he blinds himself as a
signifier (behavioral) he conveys the signifieds of recognition of guilt,
punishment, moral insight, and the inevitability of fate; " [b]e dark
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forever now—eyes that saw those you should never have seen, and
failed to recognize those you longed to see"(Sophocles, 1959, p.93). His
confession and acceptance of exile is ritualized to gain the moral
weight of a symbol because” Greek tragedies often end with the
establishment of a ritual familiar to the audience, so the play functions
as an explanatory myth"(Wiles, 2000,p.37). The signifieds are changed
but the symbolic form of Oedipus is still working because as Umberto
Eco in Semiotics and the philosophy of language (1984) emphasizes"
not everything can be a symbol. A symbol has to be textually produced;
it requires a specific semiotic strategy”, which should be in "the form of
an abstract model. A symbolic strategy can produce aesthetic
enjoyment, but it is first of all semiotic machinery” (p.157). Eco's
concept for symbol defines what semiotic tools should be analyzed in
order to get the associated meanings related to the symbol. Oedipus's
speeches (verbal), his stage presence (visual), and the act of blinding
himself (behavioral) are signs or the semiotic machinery that delivers

his symbolic role as a king in the classical era.

3.2 Motortown and the Psychological Individuality

The study of a modern play needs a developed version of De Saussure's
concept of sign and its function because it no more focuses on the
protagonist as a type or symbol. Modern character is different from the
classical one, he is not a unified moral identity:

"As modern characters, living in an age of
transition more urgently hysterical than the one
that preceded it, | have depicted the figures in my
play as more split and vacillating, a mixture of the
old and the new [. . .]. My souls (characters) are
conglomerates of past and present stages of
culture, bits out of books and newspapers scraps of
humanity, torn shreds of once fine clothing now
turned to rags, exactly as the human soul is
patched together"(Strindberg as cited in
Murphet,2023,p.9).
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Modern theatre depicts the protagonist as an individual whose interior
world is the central part of the depiction. This step can be practiced
when the sign elements are not taken as one fixed meaning;" the
connotations of a signifier relate in part to the other signifiers with
which it occurs within a particular text (Chandler, 2007, p.141).
Meanings inside the literary text are produced through the relationship
of the signified to the other signifiers i.e. meaning is relational. In the
theatrical text the sign is not working alone, it acquires meaning via its
place among the other signs. In Motortown the signs are changing its
connotations because the semiotic network that they function in it is
not fixed. In the play the signs are no longer representing fixed
symbolic roles, as Barthes argues, "myth hides nothing and flaunts
nothing: it distorts; myth is neither a lie nor a confession: it is an
inflexion” (1972, p. 128). Myth (the second-level system of meaning, as
Barthes defines it) is not hiding or lying, myth is changing the meaning.
It depends on the network of the sign, if the network is broken or
unstable so it cannot produce mythic meanings.

In the opening of the play, the stage direction tells "the play should be
performed as far as possible without décor”(Stephens,2009, p,142).
This stage direction signifies that the playwright wants the audience to
focus on the speech of the characters and what meanings are conveyed
in their dialogues, and hence it differs from the classical plays in which
stage decoration gives symbolic meanings. The bare stage changes the
connotations of the signs, it is ambiguous and does not set the audience
with a clear idea or meaning, but rather it leads the audience to
concentrate on the characters and their signification. Concerning the
modern protagonist, Danny, he appears for the first time on the stage
(unlike Oedipus) with awkward speech(verbal) with his brother Lee:

Lee: You sleep all right?

Danny: I did. Thank you

Lee: That's good

Danny: | had some extraordinary dreams.

Lee: did yer?
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Danny: I did, yes

Lee: What about?

Danny: I can't remember to be honest. I say that. I'm not entirely sure
if it's true. I'm not entirely sure if it's that I can't remember or I can't
quite believe them, yer with me? My dreams! I'm telling yer! What time
is it? (Stephens, 2009, p.143).

Here Danny as a soldier has just returned from war. In his dialogue
with his brother Lee he gives distorted speech, uncertain events, and
doubts about his dreams;" I'm not entirely sure if it's true”, " I can't
remember” , " I can't quite believe them", this state of Danny unsettles
the meaning. Danny as 'protagonist and soldier' is a signifier in the
semiotic system whose connotations are not that of protection, dignity,
and bravery. He is not representing the notion of heroism and
patriotism, as it is evident from his speech he is hesitant; he is
fragmented that's why he reflects the notion of the semiotic
uncertainty. He is not the sign of bravery but rather he is reflecting an
individual's inner struggle since characters in modern literature" are
largely the products of the individualistic culture that emerged from
the European Renaissance, closely associated with the scientific and
industrial revolutions, the expansion of capitalism, and a philosophical
conception of the human being as an isolated, autonomous and self-
reflecting individual”(Ribo, 2019, pp.51-52). He pushes the audience to
interpret his speech in various ways because the sign (the signifier, the
signifieds,) is not fixed in its meaning.

When Danny sees Marley (his former girlfriend) for the first time
after coming home from war, he sees her as a sign for emotional
security, his prewar identity, and home since for him she embodies the
real world before the war. But when she rejects him he begins to lose
the sign that gives him meaning; "But [ don't awe you anything. And if |
ask you to leave me alone, through your brother, or through a letter, or
through a text message, or a note via our teacher, then I expect you to
leave me alone"(Stephens,2009, p. 153). Again, Barthes says that a sign
gets meaning through its relation with the other signs, and hence
Danny loses his chance to define himself within a clear signification
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system. His reply indicates the psychological collapse and distortion
that he is in; "I'm gonna be more than alright. I'm gonna be great”
(Stephens, 2009, p. 153). He becomes a new sign whose meaning is
linked to the fragility of identity and the emotional collapse that he
suffers from. In the most intense scene when he Kkills Jade (a fourteen
years old girl), Danny's interior, as an individual whose life is
destroyed by the war and its outcomes, is shown:

Danny: Take it off! Take your burka off, this is a body
search. I've seen boys with their faces blown off. Skin all
pussed up and melted. Eyeballs hanging out on the
cartilage.

Yer helmet holds it all together. Bits of yer skull held in.
Will you pretend you're my sister? Jade?

Jade:—

Danny: Will you, Jade?

Jade: If you want.

He pulls a cigarette out of his packet. Offers it to her. She doesn’t take
it. He pops it in his mouth. Crouches down. Pulls out a box of
matches.

Jade: No.

Danny: Should we?

Jade: No, please, no, don’t, don’t, don’t, don'’t. Please.
Danny: Chicken. Coward.

He pulls out his gun and presses it into the cushion against her chest.
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He shoots her in the chest four times. There is no scream. Not much
(Stephens,2009, p.186).

Speaking about his experiences at war gives Danny the
encouragement to commit his crime and to prove that he is both victim
and criminal. In this context Danny plays his role as a signifier
(behavioral) that conveys the meaning of cruelty, moral corruption,
and the savage nature of the soldier in the modern world. This signifier
is no more connoting nobility, bravery, gentleness, and patriotism. In
classic theatre murder or Kkilling has a cause and punishment, but in
modern plays it has no reason; Danny killed an innocent young girl
without having any guilt and he is not giving any explanation, his act is
an empty one. His action signifies nothing stable, there is no justice and
humane consciousness is absent. For him Kkilling is meaningless
because it cannot bring him back to the normal life that he misses but
still he kills Jade. This semiotic collapse is one of the features of the
modern dramatic world in which the physical act of killing does not
produce any obvious (moral) meaning or symbolic significance but
rather becomes a shallow discharge of psychological trauma. Danny's
violence and cruelty (He shoots her in the chest four times )do not
signify fate or power or moral and social law but signify his failure to
be in a world in which signs like care, human relation, and intimacy
convey positive meanings. His violence reflects the inner chaos of his
psyche. Symiologically speaking Danny's act of killing Jude is the
embodiment of the collapse of the relationship between signifier and
signified (justice, moral results, or fate). The act reveals his fragmented
psyche and hence an example of the semiotic fragmentation. In the
play the individual's trauma overcomes the conventional signs via
which actions naturally deliver coherence, indicating how
psychological instability replaces symbolic morality. His words in the
final scene of the play show the nature of the semiotic change that he
represents:" I don't blame the war. The war was all right. I miss it. It's
just you come back to this” (Stephens,2009, p.209). Danny is the
signifier who no more gives meanings of social relations, civilian life,
ordinary and accepted morality, his presence no more produces
conventional meanings. After all, his presence (visual) and actions
(behavioral) brings the signifieds of violence, cruelty, crime, war, and
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trauma. As a signifier, has destabilized meanings that takes the place of
the old stable signifieds. The "you" in his speech refers to himself but
the meanings associated with him have changed. His character
represents or signifies horror, inner fragility, and the chaotic psyche,
and hence he shows how far the protagonist in modern drama
embodies psychological individuality rather than symbolic morality.

4. Conclusions

As the study tackles the semiotic transformation of the protagonist in
modern dramatic text, therefore it shows that the dramatic protagonist
witnessed a crucial semiotic transformation, starting with symbolic
moral character in classic drama and ending in an individuality that is
psychologically defined. Through the analysis of Oedipus the King and
relying on De Saussure's model of signifier and signified, the study
shows that sign system is fixed. The meanings are obtained through
the binary oppositions; the signified is fixed and the sign system is
well-structured and stable, that is why Oedipus, the king signifies the
symbolic morality of his time. Even in his collapse or downfall, he is the
noble sinner. Blindness, kingship, and plague are not only literal
aspects but they function as signifiers of moral fact, justice, and divine
order. His actions, speeches, and behavior are known and they mirror
the personality of a type not an individual because the audiences
already know about them since they symbolize a universal idea agreed
upon collectively.

In Motortown as an example of modern drama, the semiotic system is
unstable and the signs are fragmented. The two concepts of Barthes:
connotation and myth, illustrate how meanings are produced and
destabilized in modern theatrical texts. Danny as the protagonist is not
symbolizing the universal moral truth of his day. His action, speech,
and war experiences create various and sometimes contradictory
connotations that cannot be explained morally or culturally. The
modern sign system is broken; Danny does not reflect the noble notion
of a soldier, he reflects the fragmented interior of an individual who is
suffering psychologically from trauma, alienation, and moral and
ethical ambiguity. Hence Motortown goes away from the fixed
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meanings and embodies the subjective experiences and the semiotic

uncertainty.
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