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Abstract 

The Paper focuses on the study of couple Martha and George who are 
the representatives of modern relationships based on sterility, 
lovelessness, incompatibility, deception and so on. The picture of their 
relationship presented to us is bleak. The family relationships 
referred to in this play are sad, disgusting and hollow. The truth of 
their relationship is exposed layer by layer as the play progresses, like 
the peeling of an onion, and though the pattern of this truth appears 
vague at first, with each cycle of revelation, the pattern becomes more 
distinct, and the picture is fully revealed in the final, cathartic scene. 
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Among Albee’s early plays, Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is perhaps the most powerful. It 
is a deep and realistic representation of the American social reality during the tumultuous 1960s. 
Also, Virginia Woolf is a central link in Albee’s penetrating study of the American family unit and of 
the relationship between husband and wife in modern society. In dealing with such concerns, 
Albee is demonstrating a very strong social commitment which has remained the basis of all his 
drama. However, Albee’s sociological vantage point changes with Virginia Woolf. As Michael 
Ruttenberg points out that while Albee’s early plays from The Zoo Story through The American 
Dream were all protests in defense of those outcasts of society who have been victimized by the 
stupidity and bias of the successful elite. In Virginia Woolf he attacks the hypocrisy and corruption 
prevalent amongst the intelligentsia of our society, stripping all comfortable illusions from the 
protagonists in an effort to make them face the truth of their barren lives. 

In this play, the playwright shows how the American way of life imposes false ideals on the 
individual, which result in his destruction. In fact, the play has become an allegory of the life of a 
contemporary American Everyman in a civilization devoted to success goals and its concomitant 
material values. Albee has deflated so many images that constitute the American way of life that 
the play has become the most unflinching and uncompromising exposure and parody of this 
hollow myth. Virginia Woolf employs the well-worn convention of the battle of sexes.   

The play begins with the middle-aged couple, George and Martha, returning from a faculty 
party arranged by George’s father-in-law (and employer), the president of the small New England 
college. George and Martha are intoxicated and it’s two o’clock in the morning. But that won’t stop 
them from entertaining two guests, the college’s new Biology professor and his “mousy” wife. 

What follows is the world’s most awkward and volatile social engagement. Martha and 
George function by insulting and verbally attacking one another. Sometimes the insults generate 
laughter: 
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Martha: You’re going bald. 
George: So are you. (Pause . . . they both laugh.) Hello, honey. 
Martha: Hello. C’mon over here and give your Mommy a big sloppy kiss. (14) 

There can be affection in their castigation. However, most of the time they seek to hurt and 
degrade one another. 

Martha: I swear . . . if you existed I’d divorce you…. (17) 
Martha is constantly reminding George of his failures. She feels he is “a blank, a cipher.” She 

often tells the young guests, Nick and Honey, that her husband had so many chances to succeed 
professionally, yet he has failed throughout his life. Perhaps Martha’s bitterness stems from her 
own desire of success. She frequently mentions her “great” father, and how humiliating it is to be 
paired with a mediocre “associate professor” instead of the head of the History department. 

Often, she pushes his buttons until George threatens violence. In some cases he 
purposefully breaks a bottle to show his rage. In Act Two, when Martha laughs at his failed 
attempts as a novelist, George grabs her by the throat and chokes her. If not for Nick forcing them 
apart, George might have become a murderer. And yet, Martha does not seem surprised by 
George’s outburst of brutality. 

We can assume that the violence, like many of their other activities, is merely another 
vicious game that they occupy themselves with throughout their dismal marriage. It also does not 
help that George and Martha appear to be “full-blown” alcoholics. 

George and Martha not only delight and disgust themselves by attacking each other. They 
also take a cynical pleasure in breaking down the naïve married couple. George views Nick as a 
threat to his job, even though Nick teaches biology – not history. Pretending to be a friendly 
drinking buddy, George listens as Nick confesses that he and his wife became married because of a 
“hysterical pregnancy” and because Honey’s father is wealthy. Later on in the evening, George uses 
that information to hurt the young couple. 

Similarly, Martha takes advantage of Nick by seducing him at the end of Act Two. She does 
this mainly to hurt George, who has been denying her physical affection throughout the evening. 
However, Martha’s erotic pursuits are left unfulfilled. Nick is too intoxicated to perform, and 
Martha insults him by calling him a “flop” and a “houseboy.” 
George also preys upon Honey. He discovers her secret fear of having children – and possibly her 
miscarriages or abortions. He cruelly asks her: 

George: How do you make your secret little murders stud-boy doesn’t know about, huhn? 
Pills? Pills? You got a secret supply of pills? Or what? Apple jelly? Will Power? By the end of 
the evening, she declares she wants to have a child. (24) 
In Act One, George warns Martha not to “bring up the kid.” Martha scoffs at his warning, 

and ultimately the topic of their son comes up into conversation. This upsets and annoys George. 
Martha hints that George is upset because he is not certain that the child is his. George confidently 
denies this, stating that if he is certain of anything, he is confident of his connection to the creation 
of their son. 

By the end of the play, Nick learns the shocking and bizarre truth. George and Martha do 
not have a son. They were unable to conceive children – a fascinating contrast between Nick and  
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Honey who apparently can (but do not) have children. George and Martha’s son is a self-created 
illusion, a fiction they have written together and have kept private. 

Even though the son is a fictional entity, great thought has been put into his creation. 
Martha shares specific details about the delivery, the child’s physical appearance, his experiences 
at school and summer camp, and his first broken limb. She explains that the boy was a balance 
between George’s weakness and her “necessary greater strength.” 

George seems to have approved of all of these fictional accounts; in all likelihood he has 
assisted with their creation. However, a creative fork-in-the-road appears when they discuss the 
boy as a young man. Martha believes that her imaginary son resents George’s failures. George 
believes that his imaginary son still loves him, still writes him letters, in fact, He claims that the 
“boy” was smothered by Martha, and that he could not take living with her anymore. She claims 
that the “boy” doubted being related to George. The imaginary child reveals a deep intimacy 
between these now bitterly disappointed characters. They must have spent years together, 
whispering various fantasies of parenthood, dreams that would never come true for either of 
them. Then, in later years of their marriage, they turned their illusionary son against one another. 
They each pretended that the child would have loved the one and despised the other. 

But when Martha decides to discuss their imaginary son with the guests, George realizes 
that it is time for their son to die. He tells Martha that their son was killed in a car accident. 
Martha cries and rages. The guests slowly realize the truth, and they finally depart, leaving George 
and Martha to wallow in their self-inflicted misery. Perhaps Nick and Honey have learned a lesson 
– perhaps their marriage will avoid such despair. Then again, perhaps not. After all, the characters 
have consumed a huge amount of alcohol. They’ll be lucky if they can remember a small portion of 
the evening’s events. 

After George and Martha are left to themselves, a quiet, calm moment befalls the main 
characters. In Albee’s stage directions, he instructs that the final scene is played “very softly, very 
slowly.” Martha reflectively asks if George had to extinguish the dream of their son. George 
believes it was time, and that now the marriage will be better without games and illusions. 

The final conversation is a bit hopeful. Yet, when George asks if Martha is all right, she 
replies, “Yes. No.” This implies that there is a mixture of agony and resolution. Perhaps she does 
not believe that they can be happy together, but she accepts the fact that they can continue their 
lives together, for whatever it is worth. 

In the final line, George actually becomes affectionate. He softly sings, “Who’s afraid of 
Virginia Woolf,” while she leans against him. She confesses her fear of Virginia Woolf, her fear of 
living a life facing reality. It is perhaps the first time she reveals her weakness, and perhaps George 
is finally unveiling his strength with his willingness to dismantle their illusions. George and 
Martha’s inability to conceive also plays into the extended metaphor of Albee’s play, suggesting 
that “…sterility and fertility are simply metaphors for social stagnation and progress, respectively.  
George’s solution, rather, is closer to a religious one, which has always been part of the American 
ideology” Albee’s inspiration for Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? was the tumultuous state of 
American society during the 1960s.  Dircks writes of Albee: “Albee saw an American society as 
sustaining itself on national illusions of  prosperity and equality; here too, the  situation demanded  
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an honest confrontation of problems and a heightened state of communication.” Zinman, too, 
states, “Albee’s political and cultural agenda is woven into the characters’ preoccupations, and 
thus into the dialogue.”  Thus, there can be no mistaking Albee’s allusion to George and Martha 
Washington, the first couple of the United States. [Still, other critics attribute Albee’s inspiration to 
not just American politics but also to Virginia Woolf, herself, and her short story: “Lappin and 
Lapinova.”  Others, like Konkle, see links between characters in Albee’s previous work The 
American Dream and Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?: “…Martha is a domineering wife like 
Mommy, George is an ‘ineffectual’ husband like Daddy, and together they ‘mutilate’ their 
imaginary son as cruelly as Mommy and Daddy did their adopted son.  Furthermore, George and 
Martha’s son, as a fiction, is as insubstantial as the vacuous Young Man, Mommy and Daddy’s new 
‘adopted’ son in The American Dream, and Nick is a more fleshed-out version of the Young 
Man….”Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is a play in which shows the contrast of old and new 
marriages and the conflicts that take place between the two. In doing so Albee is able to show 
gender differences and stereotypes that can be broken in marriages. The intoxication introduced 
from the beginning of the play allow for straight talk and honesty to ensue between the two 
couples when discussing personal matters. 

Edward Albee's Who's Afraid of Virginia Woolf? is a disturbing and powerful work. 
Ironically, it is disturbing and powerful for many of the same reasons. As the audience watches 
George and Martha tear savagely at each other with the knives of hurled words, sharpened on pain 
and aimed to draw blood, the way in which these two relentlessly go at each other is awful to see, 
yet strangely familiar. Like wounded animals, they strike out at those closest to them, and remind 
one of scenes witnessed as a child between screaming parents from a cracked door when one is 
supposed to be in bed. In this age of psychoanalytic jargon, George and Martha are the 
quintessentially dysfunctional couple yet with all their problems, Albee reveals that there is a 
positive core of feeling that unites these two troubled people and that helps them look beyond 
their self-created hell. The truth of their relationship is exposed layer by layer as the play 
progresses, like the peeling of an onion, and though the pattern of this truth appears vague at first, 
with each cycle of revelation, the pattern becomes more distinct, and the picture is fully revealed 
in the final, cathartic scene. 
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