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Abstract: This paper explores the intricate themes of identity crisis and paranoia in Harold 

Pinter’s play The Birthday Party through a psychoanalytic lens. By analyzing the character 

of Stanley Webber, the study delves into how Pinter masterfully intertwines these themes with 

the psychological theories of Freud and Lacan. Stanley, who is initially portrayed as a 

reclusive and paranoid individual, gradually succumbs to an overwhelming identity crisis, 

exacerbated by the arrival of two enigmatic strangers, Goldberg and McCann. The paper 

argues that Stanley's identity crisis is deeply rooted in his traumatic past, which resurfaces 

with the intrusion of these external forces, pushing him further into a state of paranoia. 

Drawing on Freud’s concepts of defense mechanisms and repression, and Lacan’s theory of 

the mirror stage, the analysis reveals how Stanley’s fractured identity and paranoid 

tendencies reflect the broader societal anxieties of post-World War II. Pinter’s depiction of 

an atmosphere filled with menace and ambiguity serves as a powerful commentary on the 

existential fears of the modern individual, highlighting the fragile nature of identity in a world 

characterized by constant threat and uncertainty. The study contributes to the existing 

literature by offering a nuanced understanding of how identity and paranoia are thematically 

and psychologically interwoven in Pinter’s work, ultimately underscoring the play’s enduring 

significance in the context of modern theater. 
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Introduction 

The Birthday Party (1958) is a mysterious Comedy of Menace that explores 

themes of pressure and threat. Upon its initial staging, the play received 

negative reviews and was withdrawn from the theatre within a week. 

However, over time, it gained critical attention and has since become one of 

the most frequently performed and celebrated works. The play employs the 

technique known as “Pinteresque,” a hallmark of Harold Pinter’s style, 

characterized by the use of ambiguity, tension, silences and pauses and power 

dynamics. This technique is particularly evident in The Birthday Party, where 

the sense of threat is pervasive throughout. 

The narrative centers on the lives of ordinary individuals who find 

themselves caught in a web of fear and oppression. In line with the 

conventions of the “Comedy of Menace,” the play juxtaposes elements of the 

absurd with an increasingly dark, violent, and frightening atmosphere. The 

characters lead unremarkable lives until they are suddenly disrupted by an 

incomprehensible external force. Stanley, the play’s protagonist, becomes the 
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primary target of this menace. Despite his initial attempts to assert control and 

resist the growing threat, Stanley ultimately succumbs to it, revealing his 

vulnerability and helplessness. His inability to comprehend or combat the 

external pressure underscores the play’s central theme: the pervasive and 

insidious nature of fear. This sense of impotence in the face of an inexplicable 

threat drives the atmosphere of tension and foreboding that characterizes the 

play. The Birthday Party, as one of the modern theater pieces that deeply 

explores themes of identity crisis and paranoia, revolves around the character 

Stanley Webber, who lives in a small boarding house and is threatened by two 

strangers from his past, leading him into an identity crisis. Stanley’s birthday 

party, rather than being a simple celebration, transforms into a process of 

reckoning and identity questioning. Throughout the play, the analysis will 

focus on how Stanley’s past and current situation leads to an identity crisis and 

how this crisis intertwines with paranoid behaviors. Additionally, the effects 

of the other characters on Stanley and how the perception of threat triggers the 

identity crisis will be evaluated. This article aims to contribute to the literature 

on how themes of identity and paranoia are handled in Pinter’s works. 

Examining the identity crisis and paranoia in the light of psychoanalytic 

theories will help in gaining a deeper understanding of the characters and in 

better grasping the overall thematic structure of the play. 

Themes of identity and paranoia are frequently explored in Pinter’s 

works. Martin Esslin notes that the atmosphere of uncertainty and threat in 

Pinter’s plays triggers the characters’ identity crises and paranoid tendencies 

(Esslin 30). In The Birthday Party, Stanley’s identity crisis and paranoia are a 

significant example of how Pinter skillfully uses character creation. The 

character Stanley Webber exhibits signs of identity crisis and paranoia as he 

confronts threats from his past. Esslin emphasizes that most of Pinter’s 

characters are trapped between societal expectations and internal conflicts, 

leading to an identity crisis (Esslin 30-31). Freud and Lacan’s psychoanalytic 

theories provide a crucial tool for understanding the inner worlds of Pinter’s 

characters. Freud’s theories of the unconscious and conflict can be used to 

analyze Stanley’s identity crisis and paranoid behaviors. Lacan’s theories of 

subject formation and the symbolic order are useful in understanding Stanley’s 

search for identity and paranoid tendencies. These theories reveal the 

psychological dynamics behind the behaviors of Pinter’s characters and help 

us deeply understand the thematic structure of the play. 

In this article, psychoanalytic and thematic analysis methods will be 

used to examine how the themes of identity and paranoia are addressed in 

Harold Pinter’s play The Birthday Party. The psychoanalytic approach, based 

on Freud and Lacan’s theories, aims to understand the inner worlds and 

behaviors of the characters. Freud’s theories of the unconscious and conflict 

will be used to analyze Stanley’s identity crisis and paranoid behaviors. 
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According to Freud (1911), unconscious conflicts and repressed emotions 

shape an individual’s behaviors and thoughts. Lacan’s theories in The Four 

Fundamental Concepts of Psychoanalysis (1977), in the chapter of “mirror 

stage” and his analysis on the subject formation and the symbolic order will 

be beneficial in understanding Stanley’s search for identity and paranoid 

tendencies. The thematic analysis method involves identifying and examining 

the main themes and motifs in texts. This method will be used to understand 

how the central themes of identity and paranoia are addressed in the play. By 

analyzing the recurring symbols, motifs, and dialogues throughout the play, 

the portrayal of the themes of identity crisis and paranoia will be evaluated. 

 

 

Identity and Paranoia 

Identity theory is a field that examines how individuals define themselves and 

others and how these definitions affect an individual’s psychological and 

social life. Erik Erikson made significant contributions to this field with his 

studies on identity development. According to Erikson, identity crisis is a 

condition that arises from uncertainties and internal conflicts in an individual’s 

life. This crisis leads the individual to question their sense of self and place 

within society (Erikson 16-22). In Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, the 

relationship between identity and paranoia holds significant importance. 

According to Freud, paranoia results from unconscious conflicts and repressed 

emotions. It is explained as an individual’s projection of internal conflicts onto 

the external world, leading to a constant perception of threat (Freud 3-82). 

This situation profoundly affects the individual’s sense of identity and self. 

Lacan also emphasizes the role of paranoia in the processes of identity and 

subject formation and explains how the conflicts experienced during the 

transition to the symbolic order shape identity development (Lacan 15-19). 

Paranoia is a condition where a person exhibits extreme suspicion and 

a heightened sense of threat. This condition weakens an individual’s 

relationships with others and their social bonds. Paranoid individuals 

constantly feel under threat, and this perception of threat significantly 

influences their behaviors and decisions. In Freud’s psychoanalytic theory, 

paranoia results from unconscious conflicts and repressed emotions. 

According to Freud, paranoia is explained as an individual’s projection of their 

internal conflicts onto the external world, leading them to live in a constant 

state of perceived threat (Freud 3-82). Paranoia often emerges as a defense 

mechanism for the individual, and this mechanism deeply affects their sense 

of identity and self. In the works of Freud and Lacan, this complex relationship 

between paranoia and identity is addressed in detail. This theoretical 

framework provides a crucial foundation for understanding Stanley’s 

behaviors and internal conflicts in Harold Pinter’s play The Birthday Party. 
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The defining characteristics of a paranoid state include an individual’s 

pervasive sense of insecurity, the tendency to interpret others’ actions and 

words as threatening, and an overarching sense of suspicion. In The Birthday 

Party, Stanley demonstrates clear signs of paranoid behavior. He is reluctant 

to interact with Goldberg and McCann, expressing an aversion to any form of 

contact with them due to a perceived threat. When forced into interaction, he 

adopts a defensive posture, engaging with them cautiously and attempting to 

assert control in an effort to dominate the situation. His distrust of these 

outsiders stems from a belief that those external to his familiar environment 

are inherently dangerous and unreliable. This paranoia engenders fear within 

him, driving his erratic behavior throughout the play. From a broader 

perspective, Pinter uses Stanley as a symbolic representation of individuals 

displaced and marginalized by the socio-political systems that emerged in the 

aftermath of World War II. Stanley’s alienation from society is a direct 

consequence of his rejection of these new societal structures, rendering him 

an outsider. His isolation is self-imposed, and his freedom, now constrained, 

is rooted in his past identity as a pianist, a role that no longer holds significance 

in his present reality. Thus, Stanley’s paranoia can be seen as a response to his 

dislocation and inability to reconcile with a world that has fundamentally 

changed. 

The main character of the play, Stanley Webber, is depicted by Pinter 

as an individual enveloped by paranoia and a pervasive sense of suspicion. 

This paranoia shapes the way Stanley perceives the world around him from 

the very beginning of the play. Stanley’s isolated life in the boarding house 

reflects his deep-seated distrust of the outside world and his desire to escape 

from it. Pinter further accentuates Stanley’s paranoid tendencies, especially 

with the arrival of Goldberg and McCann. Stanley’s defensive attitude towards 

these two strangers stems from his constant perception of their presence as a 

threat. Stanley’s suspicious behavior is clearly observed in the dialogues and 

actions throughout the play. When Meg informs him that Goldberg and 

McCann will be arriving at the boarding house, Stanley’s reaction reveals the 

intensity of his threat perception. Stanley questions the reality of this visit and 

constantly insinuates that something is wrong. This questioning reflects his 

paranoia; Stanley doubts everything around him and believes he is under 

constant threat. 

According to Freud’s psychoanalytic theories, paranoia arises as a 

result of unconscious conflicts and repressed emotions. Similarly, Stanley’s 

paranoia is a manifestation of the traumatic experiences he has encountered in 

the past. The arrival of Goldberg and McCann brings these repressed emotions 

to the surface, leaving Stanley in a vulnerable state. At this point, Stanley’s 

constant attempts to maintain control and his defensive stance towards the 

outside world underscore his paranoid mental state. Stanley’s paranoia is also 



Analele Universității „Ovidius” Constanța. Seria Filologie Vol XXXVI, 2/2025 
 

65 

 

linked to Freud’s defense mechanisms. Freud’s “denial mechanism” illustrates 

how Stanley avoids accepting reality and attempts to control his perception of 

threat. Stanley’s suspicious attitude towards Meg and his reluctance to 

acknowledge the presence of the strangers demonstrate his active use of this 

defense mechanism. These behaviors are a direct result of Stanley’s paranoid 

thoughts, which further isolate him. 

One of the most evident examples of Stanley’s paranoia can be seen in 

his dialogues regarding the arrival of Goldberg and McCann. Stanley 

repeatedly asks Meg who these strangers are and why they have come. These 

questions highlight the intensity of his threat perception and deep-seated 

suspicion of everything around him. Stanley’s attitude towards these strangers 

reflects his profound belief that they are untrustworthy and dangerous. 

Stanley’s line, “They won’t come. Someone’s taking the Michael. Forget all 

about it. It’s a false alarm; a false alarm. (He sits at the table.) Where’s my 

tea?” (Pinter 33), illustrates his attempt to establish some form of control 

within his world and suppress his perception of threat. However, with the 

physical arrival of Goldberg and McCann at the boarding house, Stanley’s 

paranoia escalates. Their presence triggers the resurfacing of Stanley’s past 

traumas, accelerating his mental breakdown. Stanley’s paranoia is not merely 

a temporary defense mechanism but also a result of the traumatic experiences 

he has endured in the past. Throughout the play, hints about Stanley’s past are 

provided, suggesting that he has undergone significant traumatic experiences 

that have shaped his current paranoid state. Specifically, Stanley’s past 

experiences as a pianist and how these experiences have influenced his sense 

of identity form the basis of his paranoid tendencies. For instance, when 

Stanley mentions his past as a pianist, he vaguely refers to a performance he 

gave at a concert, but his tone and the lack of clarity in his account suggest 

that something went wrong. He states, “They carved me up... They wiped the 

floor with me” (Pinter 16), indicating a moment of public humiliation or 

failure. This could hint at a career-ending incident that not only affected his 

professional life but also deeply wounded his sense of identity, contributing to 

his current paranoia and fear of being judged or attacked by others. 

Meanwhile, Stanley recalls playing in prestigious concert halls, but there are 

no other characters or external references to verify this claim, raising doubts 

about the authenticity of his memories. His inability to reconcile his past as a 

pianist with his present situation at the boarding house exacerbates his identity 

crisis and fuels his paranoia. Freud’s trauma theory helps us understand the 

impact these traumatic experiences have had on Stanley’s unconscious mind. 

Trauma leaves lasting imprints on an individual’s psyche, and when these 

imprints are combined with perceived external threats, they resurface. 

Stanley’s deep fear and suspicion towards Goldberg and McCann should be 

viewed as a consequence of these traumatic imprints. 
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Stanley Webber emerges as an example of paranoia and suspicion in 

the play. His paranoid behaviors are shaped by the traumatic experiences he 

has faced in the past, such as his possible professional failure as a pianist, 

where he may have experienced public humiliation or rejection. This failure 

likely undermined his self-esteem and sense of identity, leaving him 

vulnerable to feelings of threat and suspicion. His encounters with Goldberg 

and McCann amplify these latent anxieties, as their interrogation-like tactics 

echo the oppressive forces that Stanley seems to have faced in his past, and 

this condition intertwines with the overarching themes of threat and 

oppression that dominate the atmosphere of the play. When analyzed through 

the lens of Freud’s psychoanalytic theories, Stanley’s paranoia reveals how he 

attempts to cope with his defense mechanisms and how, in the process, he 

becomes increasingly isolated. This analysis aids in understanding the depths 

of Stanley’s character and the mental state he inhabits. The Birthday Party 

captures the pervasive atmosphere of violence and oppression in a post-World 

War II society marked by suspicion and insecurity. Written during a time when 

people’s aspirations were diminished, and fear dominated daily life, the play 

reflects a period in which individuals’ primary concern was finding safety. 

The characters’ silence serves as a means of self-protection, as they remain 

unsure of where the next threat may arise. Stanley, in particular, embodies the 

psychological toll of past traumas, which have led him to withdraw into 

isolation. He has trapped himself in a metaphorical darkness, lacking the 

courage to break free. In the post-war era, the new societal order in Western 

societies disrupted familiar ways of life, forcing individuals to confront 

unfamiliar realities and endure further psychological distress. Stanley’s 

existential struggle reflects this broader societal dislocation. He questions his 

place within this new order, seeking a sense of identity, but his search remains 

unresolved. His inability to adapt to the shifting social landscape leaves him 

in a state of existential uncertainty, representative of the broader societal 

anxieties of the time. 

Stanley’s identity crisis is exacerbated by his interactions with the 

other characters in the play. The arrival of Goldberg and McCann poses a 

significant threat to Stanley. These two characters incessantly question Stanley 

about his past and continuously threaten him. This threat intensifies Stanley’s 

paranoid behavior and deepens his identity crisis. The dialogues between 

Stanley, Goldberg, and McCann are some of the most crucial scenes that 

reveal Stanley’s identity crisis and paranoid tendencies. When Stanley learns 

from Meg about the impending arrival of Goldberg and McCann, he responds 

to this information with intense suspicion. This suspicion triggers his defense 

mechanism, prompting him to deny and reject anything that threatens his 

existence. Stanley exhibits signs of psychological fragmentation, caught 

between his own desires, the harsh realities of his present, and the unresolved 
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traumas of his past. His life at the boarding house with Petey and Meg serves 

as his comfort zone, a space where he feels a sense of belonging. This 

environment represents the reality he wishes to inhabit, one from which he is 

unable to escape, even though he occasionally hints at a desire to do so. 

Despite this familiarity, Stanley is trapped—he has nowhere else to go. 

Though the routine of daily life seems superficially stable, he remains deeply 

unhappy and emotionally unfulfilled. Stanley’s underlying distress becomes 

evident when he learns of Goldberg and McCann’s impending visit, which 

triggers an angry and volatile response. He perceives them as an external 

threat, a danger to the fragile stability he has constructed for himself. This 

reaction suggests that Stanley harbors memories or experiences from his past 

that he wishes to keep buried—perhaps he committed a crime, or perhaps he 

was victimized. In either case, the arrival of outsiders represents a significant 

threat to his sense of security, rekindling traumas he had attempted to suppress. 

Stanley’s inability to confront these traumas is evident in his behavior. He is 

not yet prepared to face the past that resurfaces with the arrival of Goldberg 

and McCann. Instead, he clings to the safety of his daily routine, attempting 

to maintain normalcy. His request for tea, despite previously expressing 

dissatisfaction with it, symbolizes his desire to preserve the façade of 

normality, avoiding any confrontation with the growing tension around him. 

By doing so, he seeks to perpetuate the illusion that nothing has changed, 

delaying the inevitable reckoning with his past:   

 

MEG: Two gentlemen asked Petey if they could come and stay for a couple of 

nights. I’m expecting them. 

STANLEY: I don’t believe it. 

MEG: It’s true. 

STANLEY: (moving to her.) You’re saying it on purpose. 

MEG: Petey told me this morning. 

STANLEY: (grinding his cigarette.) When was it? When did he see them? 

MEG: Last night. 

STANLEY: Who are they? 

MEG: I don’t know. 

STANLEY: Didn’t he tell you their names? 

MEG: No. 

STANLEY: (pacing the room.) here? They wanted to come here? 

MEG: Yes, they did. (She takes the curlers out of her hair.) 

STANLEY: Why? 

MEG: This house is on the list. 

STANLEY: But who are they? 

MEG: You’ll see when they come. 

STANLEY: (decisively) They won’t come. 

MEG: Why not. 

STANLEY: (quickly.) I tell you they won’t come. Why didn’t they come last 

night, if they were coming? 
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MEG: Perhaps they couldn’t find the place in the dark. It’s not easy to find in the 

dark. 

STANLEY: They won’t come. Someone’s taking the Michael. Forget all about it. 

It’s a false alarm; a false alarm. (He sits at the table.) Where’s my tea? 

MEG: I took it away. You didn’t want it. 

STANLEY: What do you mean, you took it away? 

MEG: I took it away. 

STANLEY: What did you take it away for? 

MEG: You didn’t want it! 

STANLEY: Who said I didn’t want it? 

MEG: You did! 

STANLEY: Who gave you the right to take away my tea? (Pinter 14) 

 

Stanley’s interaction with Meg is a reflection of his mental 

deterioration and his increasingly pervasive sense of insecurity. At the 

beginning of the dialogue, when Meg mentions that two strangers will be 

arriving at the boarding house, Stanley immediately dismisses the situation, 

saying, “I don’t believe it.” This reaction demonstrates Stanley’s conscious 

tendency to reject any external factors that threaten him. Such denial can be 

explained through Freud’s theory of defense mechanisms. According to Freud, 

an individual avoids accepting reality by denying a threatening or anxiety-

inducing situation, thereby temporarily protecting themselves from the 

perceived threat. Stanley’s denial is a manifestation of his paranoid tendencies. 

He does not want to believe what Meg is saying and tries to protect himself by 

denying the situation. Stanley’s response, “You’re saying it on purpose,” 

(p.13) reveals that he is in a suspicious mindset, thinking that Meg is 

deliberately telling him this information to cause him harm. This kind of 

suspicion is one of the classic symptoms of paranoia. Stanley’s behavior in 

this scene reveals his fear of losing control and his deep anxiety about external 

threats. While Meg calmly describes the arrival of the two strangers, Stanley’s 

reaction escalates into growing anxiety and distrust. His questions, such as 

“Who are they?” and “Why didn’t they come last night, if they were coming?” 

(p.14) illustrate his fear of losing control. Stanley’s insistence that the 

strangers will not come and his labeling of the situation as a “false alarm” 

represents his attempt to regain control over the situation. However, this 

attempt also highlights how disconnected he is from reality and how deeply 

his paranoid thoughts have entrenched themselves. Rather than confront the 

strangers, Stanley tries to secure his safety by completely denying their 

existence and downplaying the situation. This is a sign of his paranoia; Stanley 

is inclined to distort reality in order to cope with non-existent threats. 

Stanley’s denial of Meg’s words, followed by his insistence on the 

matter of tea, demonstrates his desire to cling to routine. For Stanley, routine 

serves as a means of escape and control. His question, “Where’s my tea?” 
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represents his attempt to avoid external threats by retreating into the simple 

routines of daily life. Stanley’s reaction to Meg’s response, “You didn’t want 

it,” reveals his fear of losing control and the anxiety that this fear generates. 

This is part of Stanley’s effort to keep everything under control and protect 

himself from unknown threats. Stanley’s behavior in this scene can be 

explained through a psychoanalytic analysis based on Freud’s theory of 

defense mechanisms. Specifically, the mechanisms of “denial” and 

“projection” provide insight into Stanley’s mental state. Denial is evident in 

Stanley’s tendency to refuse to accept what Meg is saying. Projection is seen 

in how Stanley attributes his own internal fears and insecurities to Meg. By 

reconstructing external threats within his own mental world, Stanley tries to 

keep them under control, but this only serves to deepen his paranoia and 

identity crisis. 

Stanley’s dialogues with Goldberg and McCann further expose his 

identity crisis and paranoid tendencies. In these exchanges, Stanley’s defense 

mechanisms and unconscious conflicts come to the fore. The threats and 

questions posed by Goldberg and McCann only serve to further intensify 

Stanley’s identity crisis. 

 

GOLDBERG: What have you done with your wife? 

MCCANN: He’s killed his wife! 

GOLDBERG: Why did you kill your wife? 

STANLEY: (sitting, his back to the audience.) What wife? 

MCCANN: How did he kill her? 

GOLDBERG: How did you kill her? 

MCCANN: You throttled her. 

GOLDBERG: With arsenic.                     (Pinter 41) 

This dialogue represents a critical moment where Stanley’s identity 

crisis and paranoid tendencies reach their peak. As Goldberg and McCann 

interrogate Stanley, they corner him both psychologically and emotionally. 

This situation marks a scene where Stanley’s defense mechanisms are 

activated, and he begins to lose his grip on reality. The interrogation by 

Goldberg and McCann clearly illustrates the relationship between identity and 

paranoia, one of the central themes of the play. In this scene, Stanley is 

subjected to intense questioning regarding his identity and past. Goldberg’s 

question, “What have you done with your wife?” (p.41) brings the 

uncertainties surrounding Stanley’s past to the surface and deepens his identity 

crisis. McCann’s accusation, “He’s killed his wife!” (p.41) triggers the 

paranoid thoughts already present in Stanley’s mind. These accusations lead 

to a further psychological breakdown for Stanley. The questions posed by 

Goldberg and McCann increase Stanley’s doubts about his identity and force 

him to confront his own insecurities. During this process, Stanley reaches a 
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point where the impact of his identity crisis causes him to lose his perception 

of reality. His response, “What wife?” reveals how he attempts to resist the 

pressure and how he begins to question his reality. This further exacerbates 

his identity crisis. Stanley’s question, “What wife?” can be seen as a reflection 

of his defense mechanisms. This response symbolizes Stanley’s conscious 

effort to avoid confronting reality. In this scene, Stanley goes on the defensive 

against the assaults from Goldberg and McCann, but this defense only serves 

to further weaken his connection to reality. In an effort to protect his own 

existence, Stanley enters a state of conscious denial; this deepens his identity 

crisis and further triggers his paranoia. The barrage of questions from 

Goldberg and McCann creates a sense of chaos in Stanley’s mind. His inability 

to provide a clear response to the question, “How did you kill her?” illustrates 

his disconnection from reality and his gradual descent into a mental 

breakdown. At this point, Stanley begins to lose his grip on reality entirely; 

his mind becomes engulfed in a chaos of accusations. This deepens his internal 

conflicts and intensifies his search for identity. In this scene, Stanley’s 

paranoid tendencies reach their zenith. The interrogations by Goldberg and 

McCann further reinforce the paranoid thoughts in Stanley’s mind. 

Accusations such as “You throttled her.” and “With arsenic”(p.41) represent 

the worst-case scenarios and fears that Stanley harbors in his mind. Stanley’s 

silence and inability to respond to these accusations demonstrate that he is 

experiencing an internal collapse, overwhelmed by paranoid thoughts. His 

lack of response in this scene reveals the depth of his paranoia. Now, as 

Stanley begins to completely question reality, he retreats further inward to 

protect himself from this pressure, leaving him increasingly defenseless. This 

scene is one of the clearest moments where Stanley’s identity crisis and 

paranoid tendencies are most prominently observed. 

Stanley’s identity crisis and paranoid tendencies in The Birthday Party 

stem from profound psychological turmoil linked to his traumatic past. 

Freud’s trauma theory and Lacan’s psychoanalytic perspectives on identity 

provide valuable frameworks for analyzing Stanley’s intricate psychological 

state. Freud suggests that trauma emerges from the repression of a violent 

experience in an individual’s past, with these repressed memories potentially 

resurfacing when triggered by an external event. Stanley’s identity crisis is a 

direct result of these past traumatic experiences. The arrival of Goldberg and 

McCann serves as a catalyst, reawakening these repressed memories and 

igniting internal conflicts within Stanley’s sense of self. Stanley had sought 

refuge from these traumas by leading an isolated existence in the boarding 

house for a year. However, Goldberg and McCann’s arrival disrupts this 

escape, compelling Stanley to confront his identity. In line with Freud’s 

theory, Stanley’s attempts to evade his past only intensify his identity crisis. 
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This crisis ultimately fragments Stanley’s current sense of self, leaving him in 

a perpetual state of uncertainty. 

Lacan’s “mirror stage” theory explains the process through which an 

individual’s identity and sense of self are formed. Stanley’s identity crisis can 

be understood in the context of this theory, particularly in connection with his 

traumatic past. According to Lacan, an individual’s identity is shaped by how 

they perceive themselves in the external world and how others perceive them 

Lacan 1-6). Stanley experiences a profound crisis during this mirror stage, the 

process of defining himself through the eyes of others. Goldberg and McCann 

are not merely strangers to Stanley; they are external figures that force him to 

question his identity. In encountering these two characters, Stanley begins to 

relive the conflict between his identity and his past. Within the framework of 

Lacan’s theory, Stanley’s encounter with these strangers disrupts his process 

of identity formation, leading to a loss of his internal coherence. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Harold Pinter’s play The Birthday Party is a significant example of modern 

theater, where the themes of identity crisis and paranoia are explored in depth. 

In this article, Stanley Webber’s identity crisis and paranoid tendencies are 

examined in light of Freud and Lacan’s psychoanalytic theories. Under the 

influence of traumatic experiences from his past, Stanley has failed in his 

search for identity and has consequently been driven into a paranoid mental 

state. This condition, observable from the beginning of the play, intensifies as 

Stanley becomes unable to confront external threats and increasingly seeks a 

sense of security. His isolated life in the boarding house symbolizes his 

attempt to protect himself from the threats of the outside world, but the arrival 

of Goldberg and McCann shatters this safe space. The defense mechanisms 

Stanley develops in response to these two strangers make his identity crisis 

and paranoid tendencies even more pronounced. Freud’s theory of defense 

mechanisms and Lacan’s psychoanalytic approaches to identity formation are 

employed to understand the conflicts Stanley experiences in his unconscious 

and the external manifestations of these conflicts. In this context, the article 

demonstrates how Stanley’s identity crisis is intricately intertwined with his 

traumatic past and repressed emotions in his unconscious mind. 

When considering the overall thematic structure of the play, The 

Birthday Party can be seen not only as an individual tragedy but also as a 

reflection of the general mood of post-war society. In the aftermath of World 

War II, widespread feelings of insecurity, the search for identity, and paranoia 

became dominant features of society, and these elements pervade the 

atmosphere of the play. Stanley, as an individual reflection of this period, is 

portrayed as a character lost in an identity crisis and paranoia, both in his 
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internal world and in a broader societal context. The elements of uncertainty 

and threat, masterfully employed by Pinter in his character creation, reinforce 

the tense atmosphere of the play. This atmosphere is built on the characters’ 

constant sense of being under threat and their inability to pinpoint the source 

of this threat. These elements, which deepen Stanley’s identity crisis and 

paranoia, provide crucial insights into understanding both the internal worlds 

of the characters and the general mood of society. The Birthday Party, by 

deeply engaging with themes of identity and paranoia, unveils the destructive 

effects of internal conflicts and societal conditions on the individual. Through 

the character of Stanley Webber, this article explores how Pinter’s works 

address the themes of identity crisis and paranoia, illuminating the thematic 

richness and depth of the play through the lens of psychoanalytic theories. In 

this context, the play can be regarded as a critical work in modern theater, 

representing the artistic reflection of the internal conflicts and societal 

pressures experienced by individuals in their search for identity and amidst 

paranoia. 

The exploration of identity and paranoia within both individual and 

societal contexts in the play stands as a testament to Pinter’s artistic genius, 

securing a lasting place in theater literature. This study, particularly in the 

context of understanding the impact of post-war societal structures on 

individuals, offers a new interpretation of Pinter’s works. For future research, 

this article could serve as a foundation for examining similar themes in 

Pinter’s other plays. Comparative studies could be conducted on how identity 

and paranoia are addressed through different characters and contexts. 

Additionally, a broader psychoanalytic framework could be used to evaluate 

the effects of elements of threat and uncertainty in Pinter’s plays on the 

psychological states of individuals, offering new insights into the intersections 

of theater and psychology. This study not only presents a new perspective on 

how Pinter’s works can be read as modern social critiques but also has the 

potential to inspire future research. 
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