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ways indistinguishably connected with the
structures of society defining the formation
of identities and even the vision of nation-
alities; every manifestation of freedom in
these situations provokes a stronger face of
agglomeration and reference to the oppres-
sive traditions, to which the very process
of expression belongs. Top Girls by Caryl
Churchill is an excellent work of interroga-
tion of fragmented identities as construc-
tive and accurately informed by feminist
politics by focusing on the strata of pres-
ence of the fragmentation that is active-
ly manifested in the presence of multiple
selves and the ambiguity of belonging. The
way the characters in the story can describe
and assume alternate identities becomes
a point of focus, as well as an analysis of
how those performances are deeply super-
imposed with the trends of generational
precedence that still impact the modern

dynamics and interactions.
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and makes one contemplate the disjointed
opportunities of empowerment and sister-
hood in spaces of contradiction and exclu-
sion (Wang and Chang, 2023). In conclu-
sion, Top Girls turns out to be a very rich
and many-sided criticism of feminist poli-
tics where fragmentation is also a structur-
al issue instead of a way to unity. Churchill
brings an important gap of rethinking the
nexus of identity, performance, and femi-
nist practice in the group by disclosing the
boundaries of individualism and the en-
during patriarchal dominance.
Conclusion

The meaning of Top Girls by Caryl Chur-
chill (1982) is a legendary feminist writing,
the meaning of which has been evolving
continuously as the society and politics are
evolving in our times. The play is an ex-
tremely intricate exploration of how wom-
en acquire power and they always want to
be recognized and it reveals the roots of pa-
triarchy that are very deep-rooted and can
be the foundation of individual success. It
is dogmatic with its line of challenging the
collective identities and this point high-
lights the ongoing conflicts and separation
among women in the theatre world as well
as in the society in general. Furthermore, it
demonstrates how various social agents can
be on the one hand, on the other, spread-
ing individual freedom, and, at the same
time, increasing the systemic oppression
in infinite ways. The complex discussion
of fragmentation of identities between the

past and the present is expressed radically

and multi-dimensional through historical
characters and modern outlines that depict
the experience of female subjectivity.

The intentional crafting of characters, their
swings within the discontinuous envi-
ronments, and repetition of performance
aspects are all collaborative to the ampli-
fication of the criticality of fragmentation
in terms of the narrative. The motif of
isolation is emphasized and stressed, and
the barriers between roles are increasing,
but the ability to act unfortunately be-
comes less. The play also succeeds in de-
fining fragmentation as an inevitable and
fundamental element of feminist discourse
by pre-stating the scenes that will lead to
the most critical moments in the narrative
which are the giving away of their free bod-
ies. The personal pursuit of freedom and
personal fulfillment is inseparably bound
to the muting structures of the historical-
ly-determined power relations and privi-
lege deep-rooted through the range of de-
grees of solitude, which are offered. What
might have appeared to be evidently free
decisions often turn out to be an aprisio
and to be enclosed into the frames of the
social masks and demands existing. The
topicality of these themes stretches much
further than the details represented within
the text to larger structures of disruptive
identity politics, where the radical possi-
bilities of change continue to contest their
right to pre-eminence.

Throughout the various degrees and within

the numerous situations, performance is al-

Ur Journal for Humanity Sciences

No.8 June / 2026

N




Feminist politics and fragmented identities in Top Girls by Caryl Churchill.

Ur Journal for Humanity Sciences

N
H! No.8 June / 2026

turn to be counterproductive to the objec-
tives of feminist politics. Churchill reveals
the way self-realization, when separated
off collective responsibility is set in trou-
bling contradiction with social restriction.
Neo-liberal claim of Marlene that she be-
lieves in the individual and one need mere-
ly look after themselves is in itself a rejec-
tion of the community building block of
feminist solidarity (Churchill, 1982, p. 84).
Such ideology is instead divisive of feminist
intent and makes agency, ambition, and
helping one another over and over again
less and less compatible, as opposed to cre-
ating unity and liberation among women.
Thus, the play is an overwhelming array of
nonhomogenous female experience that is
still structurally identical in its inability to
attain collective emancipation.

This fragmenting is dramatized in terms of
split identities of the play which traverses
in a complex and multi-dimensional ter-
rain influenced by performance, sacrifice
and institutional constraint. In Act One,
this intertextual meeting of historical
women prefigures the way in which female
success has always relied on the kinds of
self-displacement. Paper Joan confessed
seeing how she lived her life masquerad-
ing as a man so she could find out how to
live as a man (p. 18) exemplifies the need to
subjugate even gendered identity due to the
inclusion in the patriarchal power struc-
tures. Similarly the continual agitation by
Isabella Bird in seeking independence does

not come to fruition but makes her end up

isolated emotionally as she acknowledges, I
was not happy. I was lonely” (p. 27). These
episodes highlight the fact that the negoti-
ation of personal, professional, and histor-
ical selves does not result in liberation but
exhaustion and fragmentation.

Besides, Churchill manages to develop this
ideological tension by the modern oppo-
sition between Marlene and Joyce, where
abstract politics collide with the real life.
Joyce accuses him of making him leave
his own child. (p. 81) reveals the ethical
price of the success of Marlene and prefig-
ures the exclusions on the foundation of
which her professional rise has developed.
It is then followed by another demand of
Marlene that she does not believe in class
and that anyone can do anything as long
as they have what it takes (p. 84) also in-
dicates that she has internalized dominant
capitalist and patriarchal discourses. In this
case, feminist desire turns into an insepara-
ble part of the same institutional forces that
constrain women as a group, which proves
the point that any personal progress cannot
be used to replace structural change.
Therefore, the feminist undertones of the
play do not serve as an empowerment noise
but rather a piece of criticism on the cir-
cumstances in which women seek to gain
independence. Following Khader and Mc-
Gill (2022) idea, these negotiations are en-
trenched in cultural discourse and institu-
tions, which construct desire and identity.
The ensuing conflict of forces questions the

essence of womanhood in modern society
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and assertive (A Connelly, 2015).

This dichotomy offers extensive texture of
the plot that emphasizes the ambivalent
desires women are bound to face between
self-fulfillment and the social conventions
that strive to restrain the latter. On another
level, Nijo performs her act of self-disloca-
tion of national identity when she enchants
the ballet of chivalrous dances that wise-
ly disguises the culturally specific motives
and traditions that are deeply ingrained.
This expression of the artwork is later tak-
en shelter in the outlived but broadly ex-
pressed word courtesan which suggests a
certain tension in the relations between
the structures of personal identity and the
functions of the society and the historical
context (Lorber, 2021).

Subtleties of her experience are the reflec-
tive pointer of the complexity of the identity
formation in the environment of the com-
plex historical and cultural backgrounds
that construct the personal experiences.
Meanwhile, Joan the Sniveller demon-
strates the intricacies of her existence since
she inhabits her own stories just as she gives
another life story, it is a life of unselfish
service to God and another life of intellec-
tual mania that cannot be summarized so
easily. This two-sidedness is mirrored in a
strong and annoying sheepishness over her
femininity, in which she demonstrates the
weight that women of faith usually bear
when they have to negotiate the demands
of society and their own convictions. Such

a level of acting in the play gives an addi-

tional layer to such a complex plot, where
actresses seem to flirt with the projections
and expectations of the characters on soci-
ety (Grimell et al.,, 2025).

At various times, they assume a ridiculing
facade or masterfully alter the personas of
their historical counterparts and the fic-
tional characters of Churchill; thus, the
characterisation process occurs as the con-
tagious and causes a more significant reso-
nance. This makes the identity of the per-
formed character an open issue, which can
be explored repeatedly in terms of the con-
voluted nature of identity formation that
is constantly in flux. In short, the identity
fragmentation is, ultimately, an extremely
female struggle, which the Thatcherite ep-
och of the 1980s felt the echoes of the past,
offering the background of numerous de-
cisions and compromises made (Li, 2023).
The sociopolitical conditions that domi-
nated this period created the ideal of the
aspiration life, which always appeared elu-
sive to women and created a sense of inad-
equacy. The decisions executed in this crisis
period were to be characterized by consid-
erable social costs, and they demonstrated
deep-seated divisions and difficulties in-
volved in the process of following personal
ambitions in the environment laced with
systemic inequalities and obstacles that
women have to face to accomplish their
aims. (Khozaei Ravari & Naidu, 2011)
Discussion

Top Girls explores the contradiction where-

by the aim of gaining female autonomy can
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fragmented identities play in feminist
politics in Top Girls? Fundamental ideas:
fragmentation, identity, feminist politics,
representation. Top Girls exists in the field
of postwar feminism; the characters repre-
sent several identity negotiations and so-
cial roles. Thesis statement: fragmentation
has a role in feminist politics as it unveils
conflict between personal power and struc-
tural limitations. The aim, importance, and
extent of the study are outlined, and the
line of analysis and main arguments. Car-
yl Churchill characterizes Top Girls using
theoretical lenses, namely, feminist theory,
identity politics, and performance studies.
The selected areas include playscript anal-
ysis, overlapping dialogues, historical con-
text, and intertextual references.

An overview of the literature on the topic
of gender, identity and power in Top Girls
reveals debates and gaps, as well as con-
tradictions in the literature. Comparison
of interpretations of the group of women
is made, varying interpretations of agen-
cy and solidarity have been observed. The
methodologies used in previous researches
and the limitation of the methodology is
evaluated. The method of the research is
qualitative, textual analysis and thematic
coding of scenes; the choice of scenes and
instances of fragmentation is reasonable.
The sources of data include the script, live
performance, production decisions, and
criticism. The thematic criteria of the iden-
tification of the fragments, role conflict,

and feminist politics are explained.

The results indicate that there is fragmen-
tation of identity in terms of character rep-
resentations, the mode of performance and
social expectations. Some of the key scenes
are examined in order to depict how var-
ious selves, belonging, and cluster are ne-
gotiated. Fragmentation is seen as a part of
feminist goals, and it facilitates resistance
and compromise in institutions. The dis-
cussions appear to come up with implica-
tions to the knowledge of feminist politics
in theatre with the issue of solidarity versus
division being interrogated. Performance is
revealed to provide identity negotiations,
critique of patriarchal society, and address
to the culture at large. Restrictions, other
interpretations as well as a wider cultural

influence are taken into account.

Results

The problem of fragmented identities
comes to the forefront of Caryl Churchill
famous play Top Girls which premiered in
1982 when several characters exist in the
vast and elaborate web of multiple iden-
tities and conflicting demands that are
brought about by the notion of sex and the
notion of class. An example of the main
characters, Marlene is not only one of the
most powerful representations of this kind
of fragmentation but is an iconic figure of
the struggles of many women in the soci-
ety. She is constantly struggling with the
burden of maternal love and the sense of
duty and duty at the same time advocates

the life of being independent, ambitious,
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cio-political climate of Thatcherite Britain.
Scholars frequently note that the play’s title
borrowed from a real London restaurant
functions not merely as a geographical
marker but as a symbolic entry point into
a competitive, capitalist, and gendered so-
cial space (Khozaei Ravari & Naidu, 2011).
Set against the backdrop of the early 1980s
and the 1984 general elections, Top Girls is
commonly read as a critique of the neolib-
eral values that accompanied second-wave
feminism’s engagement with institution-
al power. While some critics celebrate the
play as a landmark feminist achievement
that foregrounds women’s entry into public
and professional spheres, others argue that
Churchill deliberately exposes the ideolog-
ical contradictions within liberal feminism,
particularly its complicity with patriarchal
and capitalist structures (Wahana, 2022).

One of the main argumentative questions
of the current literature relates to the idea
of whether Top Girls supports the model
of female success shaped by individualism
and portrayed by Marlene or not. Meh-
rpouyan and Zakeri (2023) focus on the
transhistorical female characters of the
play, stating that they reinforce the idea of
the continuation of litany of women op-
pression through history and culture. In
this sense, Churchill implies that the his-
tory of progress has been disparate and
discriminatory and only some women have
benefited without struggling to eliminate
systemic inequalities. Roberti (2022), on

the contrary, centres on the ethical dilem-

ma of Marlene, especially her choice to
leave her daughter in the background of
the moral cost of becoming a member of
power structures dominated by males. This
meaning turns Marlene into not a femi-
nist hero but a disturbing character whose
achievement relies on the disenfranchise-
ment of other women, and of those women
in particular who are enslaved by class and
motherhood.

Based on such arguments, the paper uses a
feminist-materialist theoretical framework
that transcends gender, classes, and power.
Instead of approaching liberation of wom-
en as a coherent or linear process, critics
are more prone to see Top Girls as point-
ing out the faults of feminist movements
themselves. Lata et al. (2024) apply this ar-
gument to modern-day contexts and they
state that modern-day women especially
millennials are still bound to the stereo-
types even though there seems to be a so-
cial change. Their discussion makes Chur-
chill ever-relevant and might imply that the
struggle portrayed in Top Girls has never
been solved historically and is reproduced
over and over again in different forms. By
situating the play within both second-wave
feminist discourse and ongoing critiques of
neoliberal feminism, this paper argues that
Top Girls dramatizes liberation as a deep-
ly contested, uneven, and ethically fraught
process rather than a universal feminist tri-
umph.

Methodology

The Research question is What role do
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Introduction

The spirit of the postwar British feminism,
Top Girls provides the audience with the
cast of various female figures representing
various identifications that demonstrate
the ambiguity of relations between individ-
uality and the social environment. When
Marlene is confined in the exclusive po-
sition that the play dictates she performs
in the play, she exhibits the complicated
bargaining of multiple identities at once
that emanates through her multiple iden-
tities and the compounded sense of com-
munity that each personality gives. The
fact that this disintegration of identity
will not just describe the general politics
of the work in question, but the very fact
that the given work shows the underlying
suffering of the struggle against the patri-
archy to form a coherent opposition to it.
The considerations of the opportunities of
never becoming a part of a patriarchal sys-
tem in the story make the struggles of the
characters a bit more complicated, and the
possibility of the complexity of the expe-
riences of women who inhabit the society
that is more likely to suppress their agency
becomes obvious.. The travels of the char-
acters, therefore, are not only personal but
also represent a larger statement about the
sociocultural restrictions in which they are
forced to exist. (Khozaei Ravari & Naidu,
2011)

Fragmentation is influential in that it maps
out the profile of feminist politics through

its complex exposure of the large gap be-

tween the desirable terms of existence
women desire and the available means of
knowing that are usually available to them.
Here, the brilliant work of Churchill dra-
matizes the multifaceted quest of freedom
with a tremendous force using the same
properties that the cycle of performance
gestures in this piece is violently opposing.
These aspects are heteroglossia, theatrical-
ization of experience, the immanent insta-
bility of the path that people are forced to
walk through in the various dimensions of
time and space, and the theatre itself as a
necessary condition of enactment.

All these factors are amazingly combined
to leave their unique and important im-
prints on the continuation of the labeling
of gender. In addition, they engrave the
numerous connotative liberties which are
codified in that name. These kinds of free-
doms are quite varied: breaking the shack-
les of oppressive situations, repression of
the self, avoidance of conflicts, overloading
emotions, defence mechanism, emotional
attachment, the suffering of sacrifice, aban-
donment of reality, or the exciting action
of setting out on a new adventure. It is also
through this complex web of experiences
that the theatre becomes an effective me-
dium of interpreting and expressing the is-
sues of gender and freedom. (A Connelly,
2015)

Literature Review

Caryl Churchill’s Top Girls has been wide-
ly discussed within feminist literary criti-

cism as a text deeply embedded in the so-
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context of feminist politics in the British
landscape. It claims that the characters are
struggling to achieve personal freedom, but
they are faced with the problem of collec-
tive domination. The discussion demon-
strates that the play challenges the fact
that only within the context of systematic
oppression, feminist ideals founded on the
self-determinatory identity can become a
possibility. In conclusion, Top Girls takes
advantage of fragmentation to form a form
of resistance and a response to the inade-
quacy of feminism movements. The work
also adds information to our understand-
ing of feminist politics in that it shows that
personal agency, and the collective struggle
do co-exist as components of domination
structures and thus may need to be manip-
ulated in order to reach a more compre-
hensive feminist endeavor.

Keywords: Fragmented, Identities, Feminist,
Politics, Caryl Churchill, Top Girls.
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Abstract

This paper is mainly intended to dis-
cuss the disconnected identity in Top
Girls by Caryl Churchill and how it
shapes the feminist theme of the play.
The study also aims at understanding
the conflicts between personal agency
and structural constraints and evaluat-
ing the sensibleness of feminist politics
based on self-determination. This com-
parison uses an intertextual approach to
explore the characters as the depiction
of the historical figures and the modern
women. The paper employs close textu-
al analyses and comparative—feminist

discourses analyses to comprehend how

the characters conduct their identities in
a restricted range of socially legitimate
roles. The results demonstrate that the
characters in Top Girls have to maneu-
ver in a confusing environment of mul-
tiple and rather conflicting identities, as
the personal independence and social
norms interact. Fragmentation is one
of the approaches of resistance to the
patriarchal orders that are so crucial,
however, the fragmentation also puts
emphasis on the restrictions which are
ultimately to hinder the efficacy of the
single feminist endeavor. These findings
are discussed in such a way that they

are sought to be positioned in the wider




