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Introduction

The first decade of the new millennium was marked from the outset by 
a series of significant events that irreversibly altered the perception of risk 
and global security. Notable among these were the September 11, 2001, 
attacks on the New York Trade Center and the London bombings of the 
bloody summer of 2005. The fragility of social stability, the widespread 
sense of insecurity among the global population, and the near-neuras-
thenic response of major Western governments to terrorism created a 
sensory leitmotif centered on individuals’ perceptual precariousness. 
The principal international foreign policy response was the Terrorism 
Act (United Kingdom law that defines terrorism as «the use or threat of 
action […] designed to influence the government […] or to intimidate the 
public or a section of the public, and the use or threat is made for the 
purpose of advancing a political, religious, racial, or ideological cause»), 
which led to a form of systematic targeting of disadvantaged social groups. 
These groups were frequently accused of adhering to specific political or 
religious ideologies, often based on unfounded discrimination rooted in 
ethnic and cultural profiling. Thus, literature (in this case, applied to the 
theatre) systematically develops what can be defined as the construct of 
human perception, bringing to the stage a drama that extends far beyond 
the walls enclosing the proscenium. Certain events have tragically marked 
the Black community and form a stable sediment in the consciousness of 
R.S. Williams, resurfacing as a recurring theme in his writing: (1) 2000, 
the infanticide of Damilola Taylor, a 10-year-old boy of Nigerian origin. 
This event profoundly shook the British nation and highlighted pressing 
social issues related to youth violence, which, although well known, had 
been systematically silenced; (2) 2003, the death of Christopher Alder, a 
Black former soldier, while in police custody. This incident raised signifi-
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cant concerns about police brutality – issues that have become even more 
evident in light of recent events in the United States; (3) 2009, the same 
year as Category B, the Sean Rigg death reignited the debate on police 
violence, underlining the urgent social need for intervention through a 
package of reforms.

The very title reflects on the British prison system, where Category B 
facilities stand not only as places of punitive marginalization – meaning 
a form of temporal coercion inflicted as a counterweight to a punishable 
crime – but also as a form of identity-based marginalization. Angela, in her 
opening line of the play, states:

«Everyone who goes to a prison is sent to a Cat B first, everyone. The 
idea is that you get categorised first, then you are sent to an appropriate 
prison. […] No one fucks around in a Cat D, cos no one wants to go to a Cat 
B prison, no one wants to come here, prisoners and screws alike. On paper 
that is the way it is supposed to work, but in practice, cos of overcrowd-
ing, I’ve seen inmates serve their entire time in a Cat B prison» (transl., 
«Chiunque venga mandato in prigione viene prima destinato a una Cat. B, 
chiunque. L’idea q che prima vieni classificato, poi sei inviato nella prigi-
one appropriata. […] Nessuno si azzarda a fare sciocchezze in una Cat. 
D, perchp nessuno vuole finire in una prigione di Cat. B, nessuno vuole 
venire qui, np i prigionieri np le guardie. Sulla carta, q cosu che dovrebbe 
funzionare, ma in pratica, a causa del sovraffollamento, ho visto detenuti 
scontare l’intera pena in una prigione di Cat. B.») (Williams 2010, 9)

Williams’ play does not merely reflect the marginalization of the individ-
ual, along with the social interferences that stem from and contribute to 
this very practice, but also – through a metatheatrical approach – mirrors 
the nature of British minority community theatre. It is no coincidence that 
Black and Asian community theatre emerged from the need for self-defi-
nition, just as the ethnic groups engaging in this aesthetic practice seek a 
form of self-identification (Chambers 2011).

The strong interaction between the white community and the dominant 
culture suppresses any form of artistic otherness, just as the oppressive 
legal system, through the imposition of its legislative power or physical 
force, subjugates non-majority ethnic communities. However, the cultural 
identity question remains a complex and unresolved debate that extends 
far beyond the British context. The struggle to define a coherent cultural 
identity has also been a central issue in the United States, where generations 
of African Americans have continuously engaged in confronting differ-
ent points of view on what their own identity is (Runcie 1976, 185). The 
central research question of this article is whether the prison, conceived as 
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a place of correction, interrupts the social dynamics that produce violence 
outside its walls, or whether it reproduces them within a more concen-
trated structure of surveillance, hierarchy, and control. The hypothesis 
advanced here is that Category B stages the prison not as a space in which 
violence is neutralized, but as a theatrical environment where the social 
dynamics of the outside world are intensified and made perceptible. The 
carceral institution does not erase the conditions that produce violence; 
rather, it reorganizes them through a genealogy of control and violence, in 
which institutional authority, racial hierarchy, masculine domination, and 
intra-community coercion overlap. In this sense, Williams’ play invites the 
audience to perceive the prison as both a place of correction and its contra-
diction: a space that claims to contain disorder while reproducing the very 
social relations from which that disorder emerges. This denial is built upon 
a presumed hierarchy of supremacy, first cultural, then legal, and ultimate-
ly physical. Minority communities, therefore, become Category B classes: 
relegated to the background, isolated, and pushed aside, marginalizing 
not only the individuals within them but also the cultures they embody. 
This phenomenon is a behavioral legacy of that long cultural tradition that 
Runcie defines as the white inheritance, characterized by:

«[…] the same combination of guilt and arrogance [that] induced them to 
attempt to suppress and denigrate surviving elements of a culture whose very 
existence they had already denied.» (transl., «[…] la stessa combinazione di 
senso di colpa e arroganza [che] li ha spinti a tentare di sopprimere e denigrare 
gli elementi sopravvissuti di una cultura la cui stessa esistenza avevano gij nega-
to.») (Runcie 1976, 185)

Fitting into this broader discourse on identity – which inherently concerns 
the collective – is also the power dynamic (both figurative and applied) 
within the dyadic relationship between men and women, extended in its 
abstraction to an intra-community social dynamic. The identification with 
the dominant white culture has taken vastly different forms.

«For some Blacks it involved the use of hair straightening and skin bleaching; 
for others it meant the elimination of any ethnic quality in their speech, dress, 
cuisine and religion; for many more it meant a life of morality and hard work 
lived according to the dictates of the Puritan ethic. The loss of many distinctive 
cultural identity involved in this process was made worse by the unwillingness of 
white society to recognize and accept the Afro-American as a part of the domi-
nant culture» (transl., «Per alcuni neri, ciz significava l’uso di prodotti per lisc-
iare i capelli e lo sbiancamento della pelle; per altri, comportava l’eliminazione 
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di qualsiasi tratto etnico nel modo di parlare, vestire, cucinare e praticare la 
religione; per molti altri, significava condurre una vita di moralitj e duro lavoro 
secondo i dettami dell’etica puritana. La perdita di molte identitj culturali 
distintive in questo processo fu aggravata dalla riluttanza della societj bianca a 
riconoscere e accettare gli afroamericani come parte della cultura dominante») 
(Runcie 1976, 185-86)

This gives rise to a series of filtering mechanisms that progressively refine 
and sift through different degrees of power and their related dynamics, 
narrowing the scope of power relations from the social sphere to the 
individual level. In other words, the dynamics of cultural supremacy 
imposed by the white community limit the Black community’s freedom 
of expression and perception. Subsequently – within the intra-community 
sphere – power structures rooted in masculinity (often of a toxic nature) 
further constrain the agency of women. There are clear traces of this 
distress already in the social dynamics of the post-affluent society of the 
1950s, where the construction of the behavioral model of masculinity within 
Anglophone Black communities emerges as nothing less than a response to 
a perceived threat – one actively perpetrated by the white community with 
the aim of culturally dismantling Black identity, reinforced by coercion 
and racially motivated violence (Ongiri 1997, 282).

The resulting patriarchal model does not differ significantly from its 
WASP counterpart; both are laden with anxieties about purity and the 
pursuit of an unattainable utopian social unity. 

Methodological approach and research perspectives

This study aims to outline the main features of the dramatic text through 
a structured close reading designed to map the principal turning points of 
the plot. The distinctive character of this contribution lies in its deliberate-
ly exploratory nature, which is intended to prepare future investigations 
focused on the performative dynamics of the piece. This first approach is 
conceived as a preliminary philological and theoretical examination. Its 
purpose is to isolate specific salient sections of the work in which examples 
of social dynamics of control and violence can be observed, as well as the 
ways in which gender functions as a decisive interactive catalyst among 
the agents of the play. This initial exploratory study will subsequently be 
tested through stylometric and sentiment-analysis investigations, with 
particular attention to the careful calibration of the reference lexicon, 
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given the complexity of the vernacular and carceral jargon employed in 
the construction of the work.

Facing the work

Williams structures his drama through a series of stark contrasts between 
authority and subjugated subjects, between imposed order and resistance, 
and between structural violence and the search for individual identity. 
The prison becomes the setting where the characters confront the mecha-
nisms of exclusion and coercion that define their existence both inside and 
outside its walls. The narrative focuses on emblematic characters, each of 
whom embodies a specific position within the network of power relations 
that permeate the play.

The characters

Saul is one of the most complex figures in the play, not because he belongs 
to the prison staff, but because he occupies an ambiguous position of 
delegated authority within the inmate hierarchy. He is a prisoner who has 
gained control over the wing through an informal arrangement with the 
officers, who tolerate his power because it helps preserve a fragile form 
of order. His authority is therefore neither fully autonomous nor institu-
tionally legitimate: it exists only as long as it remains useful to the carceral 
system. In this sense, Saul embodies not a straightforward form of insti-
tutional power, but a more unstable model of conditional empowerment, 
reproducing the logic of domination from within the prison population 
while remaining exposed to the structure that temporarily authorizes him. 
His interactions with Black inmates are fraught with tension and ambigu-
ity: while he tries to protect them, he is also compelled to enforce rules he 
knows to be unjust. His character thus embodies the dilemma of assimila-
tion: his authority is granted by the system, and for this reason, it is never 
truly authentic nor fully accepted by other Black individuals.

Victor represents the other side of the Black community within the 
prison. Whereas Saul has attempted to adapt to the system’s rules to 
survive, Victor embodies the response of a man who has embraced violence 
as the only available form of power. He is the de facto leader among the 
Black inmates, and his control over them is often brutal and ruthless. In 
this sense, Victor’s character exemplifies the second phase of the power 
filtration process outlined above: following the oppression exerted by the 
white system, an intra-community system of dominance emerges, where 
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masculinity becomes the primary tool of control. Victor is a man who has 
internalized the logic of domination and reproduces it onto others, perpet-
uating the same violence he has suffered.

Angela, the only significant female character in the play, is constantly 
relegated to a marginal role within the prison hierarchy. Her position, as 
a woman, is doubly subordinate: both in relation to the patriarchal system 
of prison society and within the broader dynamics of exclusion faced by 
the Black community in British society (Ongiri 1997; Runcie 1976). The 
way she is treated by the other characters demonstrates how, even within 
oppressed communities, women endure an additional level of repression. 
Her presence in the play is particularly significant because it highlights the 
fact that toxic masculinity is not merely a tool of resistance against white 
dominance but becomes, in turn, a form of oppression for Black women.

Andy functions as the clearest embodiment of routine institutional 
authority in the play. His power is not expressed through overt ideolog-
ical discourse, but through everyday disciplinary gestures: commands, 
corrections, interruptions, and the regulation of language. The scene in 
which he forces Rio to replace a casual expression with deferential forms 
of address shows how prison authority begins by reorganizing speech. 
Before the inmate’s body is fully subjected to the institution, his language 
is disciplined. Andy’s role is therefore central to Williams’ critique of 
carceral power, since he reveals how institutional violence operates 
through ordinary procedures rather than only through spectacular acts 
of coercion. The characters share intertwined relationships, and the 
plot – understood as the interweaving of actions, intentions, psychologies, 
and perceptions – is represented through the scene, forcefully bringing to 
the surface the themes that stand at the core of this analysis. The prima-
ry concern here is to highlight their enduring relevance: the moment in 
which the play was written, namely the first decade of the twenty-first 
century, and the relevance that, in accordance with Runcie, had already 
taken shape in the post-war period (Runcie 1976). This creates a sort of 
limbo in the truest philological sense of the term – limbus (Latin) – a place 
of marginality, a boundary separating large teleological frameworks. The 
characters perceive this state of liminality, experiencing its gravity and its 
inescapability.

The prevailing sensation throughout the play, lingering like a ghost 
within Williams’ partly colloquial, partly standard language, is precise-
ly this constant sense of powerlessness: Angela’s inability to change the 
status quo, her disillusionment with the system, and the very nature of 
her power, which is a ´power of ambiguity.” She feels drawn to opposing 



MJ, 15, 1 (2026) 59

Investigating social dynamics perception through Category B

poles – for instance, exercising authority as part of the carceral system 
while simultaneously attempting to uphold a social order based on non-vi-
olence. On one hand, as a guard, she is a cog in the oppressive system; on 
the other, she attempts to maintain a balance between order and violence. 
Her interaction with Saul demonstrates how the prison hierarchy mirrors 
the broader social logic of conditional power: authority may be delegat-
ed to marginalized subjects, but only in forms that remain revocable and 
dependent on institutional convenience. Saul’s control over the wing is 
therefore not a true form of autonomy, but a tolerated arrangement that 
can be withdrawn at any moment: ´We gave you this wing, Saul, and we 
can tek it from you just as easy”  (Williams 2010, 47)

The prison, as the diegetic setting chosen by the author, encapsulates 
a series of peculiar connotations that make it the ideal place not only to 
initially construct a social critique, a reflection on the historical trajectory 
and the status quo, but also to structure a broader meditation that inher-
ently carries a range of other essential implications. From this, ultimately, 
arises a metatheatrical interpretation of the issue: the prison is a place of 
suspension (ἀναστολή). The prison chosen by Williams is not simply a 
closed setting, nor merely the realistic background of a drama on punish-
ment. It functions instead as a threshold-space in which society places what 
it cannot fully absorb but still needs to observe, classify, and administer. 
In this respect, Category B may be read through the Foucauldian geneal-
ogy of confinement developed in History of Madness: the logic of the 
Great Confinement does not consist only in locking away what is judged 
deviant, but in separating and isolating those forms of existence whose 
mere presence might disturb the symbolic order of society (Foucault 2006, 
69). Exclusion is therefore never a simple act of removal; it is a cultural 
operation that produces the very subjects it claims only to contain. The 
carceral space does not erase marginality; it gives it a form, a language, and 
a position within a regulated field of visibility. Williams’ prison is therefore 
not outside society, but one of its most revealing interiors: a place where 
racial, institutional, and masculine hierarchies are condensed, made theat-
rical, and forced to speak. The prison stage becomes the space in which 
the social order encounters the bodies it has marked as deviant, only to 
reproduce through them the violence that sustains its own authority.

This fragmented existence crashes against the immense temporal void 
of waiting. The inmates’ wait time fosters both thought and rage. There 
are passages in which the characters themselves feel like stones embedded 
in the cage of an ornament, immobile, trapped in a structure that allows 
neither movement nor escape, a space where power is imposed upon 
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them and where their very identity becomes an extension of their imposed 
marginalization.

Facing the text

The text offers a stark portrayal of the British prison system, with a partic-
ular focus on Category B prisons, which house individuals awaiting classi-
fication or those deemed a security risk but not dangerous enough for 
Category A status. Through the monologue of Officer Angela Richards 
in Scene One, the audience is introduced to the hierarchy of the carceral 
system and to the logic of Category B imprisonment. This speech reveals 
an implicit critique of the system’s inefficacy. Overcrowding is a persistent 
issue, and many prisoners serve their full sentences in Category B institu-
tions rather than being transferred, highlighting systemic dysfunction. The 
play exposes the blurred ethical boundaries between correctional officers 
and inmates, as officers like Angela and Andy openly admit to turning a 
blind eye to certain illegal activities to maintain control. This aligns with 
Foucauldian perspectives on institutional discipline, where power is exert-
ed not only through overt oppression but also through calculated negotia-
tions and complicit relationships within the prison structure.

Language in Category B is a visceral tool of power, delineating the 
strict hierarchy between officers and prisoners – and among prisoners 
themselves. Williams’ dialogue is laced with prison slang, threats, and 
profanity, illustrating a regime of ´proper deference” within a total institu-
tion. One stark example is when officer Andy initiates the new inmate Rio 
into this regime of respect. As Andy orders Rio to strip for processing, Rio 
hesitantly says, «’Scuse?» – a casual contraction of excuse me – which Andy 
immediately corrects: «Clothes off… and you don’t say ’scuse. You say Sir, 
Guv, or Mister» (Williams 2010).

This brief exchange shows how speech is policed to reinforce authority. 
By insisting on honorifics (´Sir/Guv”), Andy reasserts the power imbal-
ance: the prisoner must verbally acknowledge the officer’s superior status 
at all times. Such linguistic dominance is well documented in prison sociol-
ogy – officers commonly demand an ´asymmetrical status norm” in forms 
of address, whereby inmates must use formal titles while officers often 
address them by surnames or derogatory nicknames (Scott 2011). Indeed, 
research finds that disciplinarian officers consider it vital that ´prisoners 
recognise the officer’s inherent superiority”, using first names or slurs for 
inmates while expecting ´Boss” or ´Mr” in return. Andy’s interaction with 
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Rio exemplifies this dynamic in action, as language becomes the first arena 
of domination (Scott 2011).

Within the inmate population, language likewise establishes pecking 
order and influence. Williams scripts the prisoners’ dialogue with street 
slang and metaphor that signal rank. Veteran inmate Errol, positioning 
himself as a mentor (or manipulator) to newcomer Rio, explains who really 
runs the wing: ´Young one over there is Saul. He runs this wing… That’s 
Riz. He’s one of Saul’s boys. When he asks for your gear, give it to him… 
Cos he is the wolf and you are the sheep” (Williams 2010, 42). 

This vivid predator/prey metaphor – wolf vs. sheep – communicates 
in no uncertain terms Rio’s low status and the deference he must show 
to survive. Errol even styles himself the ´unofficial designated listener,” a 
twist on an actual prison peer-support role, but here it’s a cover to deliver 
Saul’s terms to Rio (Williams 2010, 42). The use of colloquial and coded 
language among inmates (´gear” for possessions or drugs, ́ feeling me?” for 
do you understand?) creates an insider lexicon that immediately educates 
Rio about the unwritten rules. It’s notable that Rio’s attempts at self-as-
sertion through language – saying ´I ain’t crying for nobody” (Williams 
2010, 8) or objecting ´I didn’t do it” regarding his charge – are swiftly shut 
down by both officers and inmates. Andy snaps, ´Excuse me, what was 
that?”, making Rio repeat himself only to punish the insolence. Likewise, 
Errol cuts off Rio’s proclamations of innocence with ´I don’t need to hear 
that, blud… I’m nothing to you… don’t eat into my time” (Williams 2010, 
42-45). In Category B, whoever commands the discourse – by interrupt-
ing, silencing, or demanding forms of address – commands the power.

The coarse and abusive language deployed by characters also serves to 
establish dominance. Guards like Andy freely belittle inmates with epithets 
(calling them ´useless… worthless” except as a joke), and inmates insult 
each other to assert toughness, often in creatively foul terms. This constant 
stream of profanity is not gratuitous; it reflects a subculture where respect 
is hard-won and easily lost via words. Even humor is weaponized in this 
linguistic battleground: Andy’s mocking misnaming of Rio as ´Anderson” 
instead of Baptiste is a subtle power play (denying even the respect of the 
correct name) until Rio protests enough to be ´granted” his proper name 
(Williams 2010).

The demand that Rio ´hold his tongue” or be ´dropped” (slang for 
knocked down) further shows how speech can have physical consequences 
in the prison context (Williams 2010; Scott 2011). Williams’ use of raw, 
idiomatic dialogue thus lays bare the verbal rituals of dominance that 
sustain the prison’s hierarchy. Every ´sir” muttered by a prisoner and 
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every curse barked by an officer reinforces the chain of command. In the 
cramped world of Category B, language is power – to name, to shame, 
to command obedience – and Williams’ text captures this with unflinch-
ing realism, echoing the observations of prison scholars that control of 
discourse is integral to control of bodies (Foucault 1977; Omonira 2014).

Short analytical proposals

Although Category B has received less sustained critical attention than other 
works by Williams, the play can be situated within a well-established critical 
field on contemporary Black British drama. Goddard’s account of Black 
British playwrights’ movement from marginality to mainstream visibili-
ty is useful for reading Williams’ theatre as a politically embedded form 
of social intervention (Goddard 2015). Brewer, Goddard, and Osborne 
further frame Black British drama as a transformative presence within 
post-war British theatre, one that persistently interrogates race, belonging, 
exclusion, and national culture (Brewer, Goddard, and Osborne 2015). 
Pearce’s transnational approach also prevents Category B from being read 
as a merely local prison drama, since Black British theatre is shaped by 
wider diasporic connections with Africa, the Caribbean, and the United 
States (Pearce 2017). Against this critical background, Williams’ prison 
becomes a condensed theatrical space in which institutional racism, mascu-
line authority, and social marginality are not simply represented, but struc-
turally reproduced.

The assimilation dilemma

The dilemma of assimilation in this work refers to the condition of those 
characters who, despite belonging to an oppressed community, attempt 
to integrate into the dominant system by assuming its roles and power 
dynamics, yet without ever being fully accepted or having real control over 
their position. This concept is particularly embodied by Saul and Angela, 
two characters who, while being part of the marginalized Black commu-
nity, work within the prison institution and seek to exert a form of power 
over other Black inmates.

Saul, for instance, is a prisoner who has gained a position of authority 
within the prison by managing the trade of goods and drugs through a 
tacit agreement with the guards. However, his authority is always precari-
ous: the power he holds is not truly his own but is granted to him only as 
long as he remains useful in maintaining order. This becomes clear when 
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Angela reminds Saul that his authority over the wing is not autonomous, 
but entirely dependent on the officers who have allowed him to exercise it 
and who can withdraw it at any moment (Williams 2010, 47).

Angela embodies this dilemma, as she tries to balance the authority 
entrusted to her by the system with her sense of justice. As a prison guard, 
she is a cog in the oppressive system, yet at the same time, she attempts to 
protect the inmates and maintain a minimal sense of order without resort-
ing solely to violence. However, her position is inherently contradictory: 
despite her best intentions, she is always perceived by Black inmates as an 
agent of the repressive system, while to the prison authorities, she remains 
a disposable figure. Her internal struggle is clearly manifested when she 
tries to protect Errol, fully aware that, ultimately, she will never be able 
to truly change the system: ´I’m leaving. I’m hanging up my uniform” 
(Williams 2010, 87), a statement that marks her definitive rejection of the 
illusion of holding real power within the structure.

Although the dilemma of assimilation might appear to concern individ-
ual choice, it is in fact produced by a system that offers only the appearance 
of integration while withholding its substance. Structures of domination 
remain overwhelmingly present within the dramatic dynamic, reproducing 
themselves within the play and coming to life on stage: this denunciation 
feels even more oppressive and inescapable. Even theater does not purge 
these post-colonial legacies through its cathartic physiology, nor does the 
author – through diegetic development and the application of mimetic 
processes – manage to achieve the transvaluation of these dynamics. Both, 
in a philosophical sense, ultimately fail in their intent. Impossibility thus 
becomes the clavis voltae of this drama.

Within the play, a profound reflection on the reproduction of power 
dynamics emerges, and it is far from being an abstract theme within the 
narrative. Rather, it functions as a true narrative engine and scenic device, 
structuring a metadiegetic reflection on the work itself. The prison hierar-
chy becomes a microcosm where structures of domination – coercive in the 
case of the prison system itself, but also cultural – are replicated identically 
to those that exist in the external society, forming a network of parallels 
that is anything but accidental.

The very aim of disciplinary institutions, in Foucauldian terms, is to 
produce ´docile bodies”: subjects whose gestures, movements, and habits 
are reorganized through surveillance, repetition, and coercive normal-
ization. In Category B, however, this disciplinary project fails to produce 
rehabilitation. Instead, the prison generates adaptive forms of violence, 
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forcing inmates to internalize domination and reproduce it within their 
own hierarchies. 

The very intention of prisons is to create docile entities (Burke 2019, 
58), individuals who no longer engage in deviant behaviors, yet at the 
same time this process softens them through systemic violence (Burke 
2019, 58-59; Foucault 1977; Sorba and Mazzini 2021) – ironically, the very 
deviant behavior that the institution claims to correct. Williams therefore 
turns the spectator into the overseeing figure of Bentham’s Panopticon, an 
entity that sees everything yet remains unseen by the dramatis personae, 
reinforcing the mechanics of surveillance and internalized discipline. In 
this piece, one may identify a procedural parallel with Stanley Kubrick’s 
A Clockwork Orange. This parallel emerges when the metatheatrical mecha-
nism that might be termed ´external witnessing” – or, more precisely, 
an ´inversion of centrality” – is activated. Through this mechanism, the 
audience assumes the position of the Benthamite Panopticon, while the 
structure of the Panopticon itself is reversed: the centre of control is 
displaced from the centre of the stage, which corresponds to the original 
position of panoptic surveillance, to the outside, namely the place original-
ly assigned to the inmates and now occupied by the spectators.

Within this reversed configuration, the spectator is not merely the one 
who witnesses and validates coercive procedures, thereby endorsing the 
correction of violence through further violence. Rather, the spectator 
also becomes, in turn, the recipient of a form of ´Ludovico treatment”: 
exposed to violence as spectacle, compelled to observe it, and drawn into 
the very disciplinary mechanism that the piece seeks to reveal. Through 
this process of displacement, the spectator becomes the subject to be treat-
ed: first positioned as the one who observes and controls and subsequently 
drawn into the process of correction that the theatrical mechanism stages. 
Far beyond any conventional cathartic process, Williams’ work reflects, 
at a metatheatrical level, the interaction between the spectator’s physical 
positioning within the theatrical space and the diegetic space of the narra-
tive as it unfolds. Further stylometric and sentiment-analysis investiga-
tions, conducted through a comparison between the dramatic text and the 
variant analysis of its performances, may confirm this secondary, yet no less 
significant, corollary to the research hypothesis outlined above.

Toxic masculinity as power demonstration

Another dynamic of power, both general and intra-community, is the 
exercise of a masculinist identity, which does not occur exclusively as a 
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form of empowerment – understood as the process of acquiring power 
and control over one’s own conditions and environment (Butler 2002, 
147)  – in the male-female dynamic, but also emerges as a male-to-male 
dynamic. Toxic masculinity is therefore another central theme that runs 
through the subtext of the play, driving key dynamics and major plot 
developments while also shaping the hierarchy of characters on stage. 
The gendered microcosm constructed around this theme is propelled 
by violence, domination, and the rejection of vulnerability, presenting a 
model of masculinity that does not tolerate any form of weakness and is 
built upon coercive mechanisms that verge on animalistic instincts.

One of the most significant aspects of the play is the relationship between 
Errol and Rio, who discovers that Errol is his father. This revelation expos-
es another layer of the reproduction of toxic masculinity: it is not only the 
prison that perpetuates it but also the intergenerational bond. When Rio 
realizes who Errol is, his first reaction is one of anger and rejection: ́ You’re 
my dad. You are. Aren’t you?” (Williams 2010, 70-72). His question is not 
just an acknowledgment but also an implicit accusation – Errol has failed 
as a father, and now Rio finds himself in the same place, repeating the 
same cycle of violence and self-destruction.

Despite being aware that he has contributed to his son’s downfall, Errol 
is unable to offer him a true alternative. His only form of protection is 
teaching Rio how to survive within the prison’s rules rather than attempt-
ing to break them: ´Pick one of the hardest brer in here and buss him up, 
well and truly, take him out” (Williams 2010, 70). In this logic, masculinity 
is not merely a character trait but a matter of survival – if Rio does not 
prove himself to be ´tough” enough, he will inevitably be crushed by the 
system.

Williams’ work can be read in accordance with Rebecca Omonira’s 
argument in ´Black and Dangerous?” (2014), which highlights how 
the marginalization of Black communities within institutional control 
systems – such as prisons and psychiatric facilities – is rooted in a narrative 
of domination and containment. This concept intersects directly with the 
theme of toxic masculinity in the play, which is not merely a product of the 
prison environment but a dynamic perpetuated across generations and 
institutional settings (Omonira 2014, 28).

In Category B, the relationship between Errol and Rio embodies this 
vicious cycle: the father, having experienced systemic violence, ends up 
passing down the same survival logic to his son. This mirrors what happens 
in psychiatric containment systems as described by Omonira, where Black 
men are «[…] more likely to be heavily medicated, physically restrained, 
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and detained against their will than white patients» (Omonira 2014, 30). 
The parallel between prison and psychiatric hospitals becomes evident: 
both spaces function as disciplinary institutions (Foucault 1977), where 
control over marginalized individuals is justified by a presumed necessity 
for social order.

When Rio discovers that Errol is his father and confronts him in anger, 
the scene becomes more than a recognition of kinship. It also functions 
as an implicit indictment. Rio realizes that he is living through the same 
experience as his father, replicating a model of masculinity that leaves no 
room for vulnerability. Errol’s response – ´Pick one of the hardest brer in 
here and buss him up, well and truly, take him out” (Williams 2010, 70) – is 
not traditional paternal advice but an instruction on how to survive in a 
world that rewards strength and punishes weakness.

This dynamic echoes Omonira’s argument that Black men in the psychi-
atric system are not only treated with greater harshness but often inter-
nalize the logics of control imposed upon them. Neil, one of the patients 
interviewed by the author, highlights this process: ´I learned as a child 
that a Black man’s anger is a cardinal sin. It’s as if I never had the right to 
express pain or frustration without being labeled as dangerous” (Omonira 
2014, 31). The same pattern unfolds in Category B, where men cannot 
afford to display any form of weakness, lest they be crushed by the prison 
system.

The connection between power and the medicalization of deviance is 
another key aspect of Williams’ play. Prison is not merely a place of deten-
tion but a categorization machine that reproduces the same structures of 
domination that exist outside. Omonira’s account of Black patients within 
British psychiatric facilities demonstrates how institutions have developed 
strategies to contain what they perceive as a social threat: Black men are 
incarcerated or institutionalized more frequently, receive more coercive 
treatments, and have less access to alternative therapies (Omonira 2014, 
33).

Williams constructs a drama in which toxic masculinity is not only the 
driving force behind the relationships between characters but also the very 
sentence that imprisons them in an unchangeable hierarchy. Just as in 
the psychiatric system described by Omonira, prison does not reform but 
instead reinforces a male model built on strength, fear, and the denial of 
vulnerability, turning every man into a perpetuator of the very violence 
that made him a prisoner.
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The structure

The work structure reveals a meticulously crafted narrative that mirrors 
the very systems of control, hierarchy, and oppression it critiques. Act One 
(Pages 4-10) introduces Angela, establishing the prison as a rigid, hierar-
chical institution where authority is performative rather than absolute. The 
arrival of other officers and inmates expands this theme, as power struggles 
begin to emerge not only between guards and prisoners but also within the 
informal structures that regulate the wing. Control is therefore shown to 
be unstable from the beginning: it circulates between official authority and 
delegated inmate power, producing a hierarchy that is constantly negotiat-
ed rather than securely fixed. First conflicts (Pages 21-30) introduce Saul 
and Rio, setting the stage for the hierarchical dynamics within the inmate 
population, while power struggles (Pages 31-40) further explore toxic 
masculinity, as dominance within the prison is shown to be dictated by 
violence and coercion.

Angela’s moral dilemmas in Pages 41-50 highlight the ambiguity of 
power, where assimilation into the system does not grant real authority but 
rather reinforces its oppressive structures. Revelations and betrayals (Pages 
51-60) mark a turning point, revealing the generational cycle of violence 
embodied by Errol and Rio, illustrating how oppression is not merely 
systemic but also inherited. The prison as limbo (Pages 61-70) deepens 
this fatalistic view, as the characters acknowledge the inescapability of their 
conditions, mirroring Foucault’s concept of disciplinary institutions.

The final showdown among prisoners (Pages 71-80) sees the culmina-
tion of power struggles, reinforcing the theme that violence is not just a 
survival mechanism but a deeply ingrained aspect of prison life. Angela’s 
disillusionment in Pages 81-90 solidifies the failure of the system – she, 
like the prisoners, realizes that justice is unattainable in an environment 
that thrives on maintaining oppression. The final epiphany (Pages 91-97) 
does not offer redemption but instead a chilling acceptance of fate, empha-
sizing Williams’ assertion that structures of oppression – whether racial, 
institutional, or gendered – are not only replicated but actively reinforced. 
The narrative’s cyclical nature, devoid of resolution, reflects the harsh 
reality that no character, regardless of their position, escapes the deeply 
entrenched social and systemic forces that govern both the prison and 
society at large.
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Fate, Oppression, and Power Unveiled

In the final pages of the play (91-97), the prospect of redemption is 
brutally snuffed out. The veteran inmate Errol – just weeks away from 
parole – makes a devastating choice that ensures his own survival at the 
cost of another’s future. In a shocking twist, Errol frames the young 
prisoner Rio for a fatal stabbing that Errol himself orchestrated (Billington 
2009). This betrayal of trust reinforces that, in this prison world, even a 
character who seemed poised for release cannot escape the corrupt logic 
of the institution.

It is confirmed: the power hierarchies inside mirror the institutional, 
racial, and gendered oppression of the outside world. Errol’s act of framing 
Rio is not just personal treachery – it reflects a broader system where the 
strong prey on the weak to survive, replicating the injustices of society at 
large. Throughout the play, Williams shows that the formal authority of 
the prison – the officers, policies, and justice system – has been subverted 
by an informal tyrannical order. By the end, Saul effectively emerges as the 
real power on the wing, and the official guardians of justice have effectively 
ceded control to an inmate-enforced structure of power (Billington 2009). 
This collusion between guards and inmates is established early on – for 
instance, Angela turns a blind eye while Saul runs a drug trade to keep the 
peace – and it reaches its logical, tragic conclusion in Errol’s betrayal. The 
prison’s oppressive order simply reasserts itself: one generation’s kingpin 
secures his position by oppressing the next, just as outside society’s racism 
and classism funnel fresh victims into the system. Not even the authorities 
are exempt from reinforcing these structures. Angela, the tough Black 
female officer, remains complicit in maintaining Saul’s dominance as a 
means of control, effectively becoming as institutionalized as the prison-
ers she supervises (Billington 2009). In the final pages, when Errol pins 
the murder on Rio, Angela either cannot or will not challenge that narra-
tive – a tacit reinforcement of the prison’s cruel logic. In this way, insti-
tutional oppression is reproduced at every level: the prisoner hierarchy 
mimics gang and class hierarchies outside, and even a well-intentioned 
officer ends up perpetuating the cycle by relying on inmate enforcers and 
informants. Williams invites readers to see the prison as a microcosm of a 
racist, oppressive society – a place where systems of dominance, whether 
racial, gendered, or institutional, perpetuate themselves instead of reform-
ing. The final epiphany lays bare that this Category B prison, much like the 
society that feeds it, runs on exploitation and control that simply reshuffle 
to ensnare new victims.
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Ultimately, the play incisively critiques the prison as an institution, 
exposing how authority is negotiated and abused on both sides of the bars: 
officers and inmates form uneasy alliances to maintain order until one 
compromise too many causes the entire regime to collapse.

The tacit quid pro quo between Saul and the prison officers – allowing illic-
it comforts in exchange for a peaceful wing – symbolizes a system willing 
to bend its own rules to paper over deep cracks. Such portrayals speak 
to a wider institutional myopia: the play pointedly ´attacks the myopia 
that leads many young black men to end up there”, implicating not only 
prison authorities but society’s broader failures in education, policy, and 
social support that funnel marginalized youth into incarceration. In this 
way, this work functions as a potent social indictment, urging the audience 
to question a penal status quo that often perpetuates the very problems 
it purports to solve. The play’s climax brings these critiques to a head in 
a final epiphany that is as devastating as it is cathartic. When the fragile 
equilibrium of power in the prison ultimately ruptures, the ensuing chaos 
lays bare the reality that the violence and oppression within this world are 
self-perpetuating. This culminating breakdown is presented as ´a chilling 
portrait of a collapsing system” (Billington 2009) – a moment of truth that 
forces characters and audience alike to confront the cyclical nature of the 
brutality they have witnessed. The cathartic effect of this epiphany lies in 
its brutal honesty: it releases the tension built up through the narrative 
by affirming a grim insight that had been simmering under the surface 
all along. Instead of offering a consoling resolution, Williams reinforces 
the tragic insight that each act of aggression, each abuse of power, simply 
regenerates the conditions for further violence. This sobering revelation 
resonates powerfully, leaving viewers with the understanding that without 
fundamental change, the cycle of dominance and revenge will continue 
unabated. In dramatic terms, the epiphany provides emotional release; in 
intellectual and ethical terms, it hammers home the play’s central warning 
about the endurance of systemic violence.
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