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Abstract
Twenty-first century theatre is becoming a place of fusion where technology and images merge to produce human
emotional and psychological experiments and experiences (Bay-Cheng et al., 2010). In the digital age,
representations of trauma have moved beyond traditional contexts of war and provocation to non-fashionable,
algorithmic, and mediated posthuman experiences. This article examines the impact of digital and posthuman
representations of trauma in Jennifer Haley’s The Nether (2013) and Jordan Tannenhill’s Draw Me Close (2017)
and how memory, identity, and emotion are represented in cyberspace. The version that Bulmer (2017) puts forward
in his critique and examination of virtual reality as an empathy machine is that digital trauma can be understood as
the impact of emotions on those in whom empathy and intimacy are mediated by artificial information and
communication. In Under land, Haley presents the psychological trauma of pervasive escapism and the way moral
judgment and empathy are eroded by separation. In contrast, only in “Bring Me Closer” does he virtualize loss and
grief, transforming the scene into a laboratory of human emotion and memory. Drawing on Carruth’s (1996) and
Barad’s (2007) theories of trauma, this study argues that both plays articulate a recognition of the beauty of
technological pain and suffering, in which suffering is no longer limited to humans but is transformed into the
human-machine in all humans. This study contributes to the ongoing dialogue in trauma research, posthumanism,
and digital ethics by examining and reframing the performance of trauma in theater through digital mediation.
Keywords: Trauma, Digital Theatre, Posthumanism, Virtual Reality, Jennifer Haley, Jordan Tannahill.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Trauma is a contemporary concern for modern theatre, offering artists a way to express violence, memory, and
loss that resists direct expression (Luckhurst, 2008). For most of its history, dramatic trauma has been tied to the
presence of human pain. However, with the digital age and 21st century technology, this aesthetic has changed.
Digital and posthuman theatre are creating new forms of embodiment of emotion that no longer stop in the body,
but rather extend into algorithmic and figurative space (Bay-Cheng et al., 2010).This transformation is part of
what Bai-Cheng et al. (2010) call digital liveness, in which virtual reality, motion archives, and Al-generated
characters blur the line between real and simulated emotions. Theatre has become a fusion medium that combines
physical presence with immersion in technical principles to produce new human-machine interactions and
responses. Hawley in The Nether (2013) and Tannehill in Draw Me Close (2017) are two clear examples of this
development: both stage digital trauma, the emotional pain that is mediated and played out through virtual
systems.The Play — The Nether It is part police procedural, part sci-fi thriller and it sparks important conversations
about technology, virtual reality and the effects of the internet. In Jennifer Haley’s 2013 drama, social and
professional activity has become primarily digital, environmental degradation has pushed us away from the
natural world, and human beings are increasingly estranged from one another in a dystopian future. it provides a
virtual means for people to have sex with and kill children. A rookie detective leads an investigation team and
has to navigate the physical and moral space between in-world and virtual reality as she interrogates Sims and
tries to take him down.This is a 90-minute thriller that will grip you and leave you with big questions about who
we are and how we live. What are the social consequences of environmental destruction? Do we all need to be
connected? Are there legal and ethical limits to online interaction? Are real-life connections different from virtual
real-life connections? Does the Internet expand or diminish our privacy and freedom? And finally, is there such
a thing as a “life outside of consequences ?”Tannehill’s “Bring Me Close” (2017) works in opposition. The theatre
blends virtual reality with live performance to reenact personal memories and the absence of a mother, presenting
a story of digital empathy rather than digital escape. Reading the two theatres together demonstrates how a
technology can produce both connection and unfamiliarity (Bulmer, 2017).Carruth (1996) describes trauma as a
story that cannot be fully represented, a pain that is fragmented by narrative and re-created memory. When this
hypothesis is applied to digital performance, trauma is disseminated across human and technological connections,
echoing the meaning and implication implicit in Barad’s (2007) action, where meaning, matter, and emotion are
revealed by the entanglement of human and machine. Braidotti (2013) develops a related post humanist idea: the
posthuman subject is at once malleable and efficacious, and trauma in the digital age is not only psychological
suffering but also an active discourse between artificial and structural living systems.The existing study and
research asks how posthuman representation redefines and redefines the recognition of the beauty of empathy and
pain. By reading “Bring Me Closer to You” and “Underground” together, it is argued that grief, trauma, and
healing are performed and sustained through technological absorption in a way that is not exclusively visual but
spiritual: an embodied morality and the engagement of affect. This analysis contributes to the ongoing task of
trauma. studies, performance theory, and digital humanities by arguing that technology, rather than erasing the
human, can expose some of its deepest emotional truths.

Background of the Study

Carruth (1996) describes trauma as a wound that cannot be contained in a short period of time or by direct
representation; rather, it is exacerbated through repetition and experimentation, experience, and delayed
understanding. In The Unpredictable Experience, he argues that the wound of trauma is characterized by delayed
return: the story is not fully understood at the time of the event, but it comes back to haunt the survivor
afterwards.Whitehead (2004) develops this view in narrative form, suggesting that trauma narratives, precisely
because they insist on a disturbing and damaging story against the prevailing narrative, develop a remarkable
aesthetic recognition of fragmentation, repetition and intertextuality. Accordingly, Lockhurst (2008) suggests that
the spectacle is a contemporary and modern one that reflects social and existential tensions and, by recreating and
embodying pain, collective memory and emotional stress.In the 21st century, trauma research encompasses digital
experience and experimentation, posthumanism, and technological expertise. The intersection of trauma and
digital knowledge offers a real transformation in the way pain is depicted and perceived. Bai-Cheng et al. (2010)
describe digital dynamism as a state in which representation in an environment engages in a fusion between
material and physical flow and virtual flow. Listeners in this environment, rather than being directly present, are
met with empathy and emotion through algorithmic mediation, a situation that, as Bennett (2015) reminds us, is
never passive but rather actively involved in the creation of meaning. Dixon (2007) makes a similar argument:
Digital implementation redefines presence itself, transforming the landscape into a place for human and machine
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collaboration and participation. Akersall, Gerhan, and Shear (2017) make this point more clearly, arguing that the
new media and intermediaries of love and amateurism are best understood through a materialist lens of the new,
in which performance is co-authored through human and technological institutions.This articulation is visible in
“The Nether” and “Draw Me Close.” Haley creates a dystopia of artificial purity and spiritual detachment that
intensifies trauma rather than alleviating it. Tannehill, with a task in opposition, combines material and virtual
reality to create and reconstruct memory and loss, proving that the spectacle of the pandemic can re-create grief
in a form of shared empathy.Barad (2007) develops this conversation with her posthumanist hypothesis of
reciprocal behavior, in which nonhuman and human workers jointly create spiritual essence, consciousness, and
affect.(feminine). In this framework, theatre is not simply a copy of reality but a technological process of feeling,
where emotions and memories circulate through human and machine networks. Within this shifting epistemology,
digital theatre becomes a site for the re-embodiment of human trauma. As Braidotti (2013) argues, posthuman
subjectivity does not mark the end of humanity but its transformation. This is a condition where pain, vulnerability
and affect spill over biological boundaries. For trauma studies, this view recasts digital performance as a relational
ethics of empathy that mediates between human suffering and artificial systems.Taken together, trauma theory
and posthuman performance bring the psychological and the technological into one frame and produce a new
aesthetics of suffering. Digital theatre reimagines trauma as a relational condition generated by the entanglement
of organic bodies with intelligent systems (Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013; Luckhurst, 2008).

Statement of the Problem

Classical trauma theory was developed for a world in which suffering was experienced through, and represented
by, the human body and human memory. Caruth (1996) and Luckhurst (2008) describe trauma as belated,
repetitive, and resistant to direct narration, anchored in embodied human experience. The frameworks they
propose are powerful, but they were not designed to account for trauma that emerges in technologically mediated
environments where the body is partially absent, the encounter is algorithmically structured, and the victim may
be an avatar rather than a person.Contemporary digital theatre throws this gap into relief. In The Nether, Haley
dramatises moral and emotional damage produced inside a virtual world where there are, strictly speaking, no
physical victims. In Draw Me Close, Tannahill stages grief through a VR encounter with a mother who is not
physically present. Neither work fits cleanly into a model of trauma built around bodily injury or eyewitness
testimony, yet both clearly stage trauma. The problem this study addresses is therefore both theoretical and
analytical: how can trauma theory be extended to account for digitally and posthumanly mediated suffering, and
what do these two plays in particular reveal about that extension?The study addresses the question by combining
Caruth’s (1996) account of belated, fragmented trauma with Barad’s (2007) concept of intra-action and Braidotti’s
(2013) account of posthuman subjectivity. It treats the two plays as test cases in which alienation and connection,
escape and reconnection, are produced by the same kind of technological mediation. The aim is to identify what
posthuman theatre adds to trauma studies and what trauma studies add, in turn, to the analysis of posthuman
performance.

Purpose of the Study

The main aim of this research is to examine how contemporary theatre represents and reinterprets trauma in the
digital and posthuman age through a comparative reading of The Nether (2013) and Draw Me Close (2017).
Traditional trauma theory (Caruth, 1996; Luckhurst, 2008) treats the psychological wound as something that
cannot be represented directly and that manifests through repetition and fragmentation. Digital implementation
has changed the way that injury and trauma are described, experienced, and expressed.Digital representation
raises ontological questions about embodiment, empathy, and perception (Bay-Cheng et al., 2010; Dixon, 2007).
The notion of digital aliveness suggests that it is not only found on the screen, but also in technologically
transformed environments that approach emotional unity. A scheme that Parker-Starbuck (2011) argues is that
posthuman implementation, using machines, avatars, and the body, destabilizes ideas of the realizable human
subject and alters the emotional scope of the screen.These insights inform the study’s reading of trauma in
technologically immersive environments. Haley shows that digital escapism in The Nether produces moral
paralysis and alienation: audiences are drawn into ethical complicity with the spectacle of pain. Tannahill, by
contrast, reimagines trauma through virtual embodiment in a way that resonates with Machon’s (2013) account
of immersive intimacy, where sensory engagement allows for empathetic reconnection.Theoretically, the study
is grounded in Barad’s (2007) concept of intra-action and Braidotti’s (2013) account of posthuman affect. From
this angle, emotion and meaning are produced in the material entanglement of humans and technological systems.
The paradigm challenges humanist boundaries and treats trauma in the digital era as something co-constituted in
transactions between organic and artificial agents.Schechner (2020) argues that performance in the digital century
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no longer requires co-presence; what it requires is an affective contract between performer, technology, and
spectator. That idea aligns with the aim of this study, which is to show how the virtual stage can function as an
ethical laboratory in which trauma is both performed and worked through by way of technological mediation. The
analysis connects trauma theory (Caruth, 1996) and the posthuman framework (Barad, 2007) in order to examine
the construction of an aesthetics of suffering in the age of simulation.

The study has three main objectives:

(1) to examine how digital embodiment and virtual reality reshape emotional pain, empathy, and ethical awareness
on stage; (2) to analyze the aesthetic and technological strategies through which Haley and Tannahill reconstruct
trauma and memory in posthuman environments; and (3) to argue that theatre can humanize technological trauma
by producing connection and ethical reflection across the human—machine boundary. This research aims to bridge
the gap between trauma theory and digital implementation research, suggesting that posthuman representation is
not a negation or denial of humanity, but rather the development of vulnerability, empathy, and resilience.
Research Questions

The This research is guided by one fundamental question and five branching questions, all of which are created
within the orbit of representation, persistence, and re-experiencing of wounds in digital and posthuman
representation.

Fundamental Question: How do the plays “The Nether” (2013) by Jennifer Healy and “Draw Me Close” (2017)
by Jordan Tannehill depict trauma and wounding in digital and virtual environments? The question is not how
each play physically unfolds on screen, but how emotional and spiritual suffering is shaped by technological
implementation. As Bai-Cheng et al. (2010) argue, digital representation reconfigures representation and
embodiment through data-driven models, thereby enabling emotional transmission in a human-machine fusion
environment.

(1)What role do digital technologies such as virtual reality, assimilation, and algorithmic response play in
redefining human representation and empathy in the depiction of trauma and wounding? Lockhurst (2008) notes
that the function of trauma has historically been rooted in material memory.

(2)How can the posthuman implementation hypothesis guide trauma research beyond human-centered
frameworks to include nonhuman and technological agents? This question is addressed by Barad’s (2007) intra-
action hypothesis and Braidotti’s (2013) posthuman philosophy. The hypothesis asks whether trauma can be
understood as a shared story across artificial and human systems. Parker-Starbuck (2011) argues that posthuman
representation blurs the distinction between body and machine, and a new psychic environment emerges in which
emotion and agency are diffused.

(3)What is the beauty of creating and understanding the depiction of pain and suffering caused by knowledge and
technology on screen? This question is related to how the virtualization of trauma complicates the viewer’s
emotional responsibility and freedom. Schechner (2020) argues that digital tools transform viewers into
participants and draw them into the midst of the experience of suffering.

(4)How does twenty-first-century representation manage the crisis between human fragility and artificial
mediation? The question is how digital implementations expand the meaning of trauma to encompass both
psychological and technological states. Dixon (2007) argues that pervasive technologies are shaping a new era of
affective unity, while Machon (2013) notes that this immediacy can simultaneously shape both unfamiliarity and
empathy.

(5)How does digital representation help rehumanize emotions through technology? This final question examines
whether digital empathy acts as a new psychological model that changes the listener’s relationship to suffering,
attachment, and resilience in the posthuman era.This research is important because it sits at the intersection of
three areas that rarely interact directly: trauma research, digital performance research, and the posthuman
hypothesis. Carruth (1996) and Lockhurst (2008) paved the way for understanding trauma as a delayed, repetitive,
and linguistically fragmented event, but their frameworks were not modeled for explaining trauma in a time of
technological mediation and artificial visualization. By measuring and comparing “The Nether” and “Draw Me
Close,” this research extends the trauma hypothesis to the digital environment and asks how pain, consciousness,
and emotional empathy are reconfigured by posthuman performance.

Significance of the Study

This study is significant because it sits at the intersection of three fields that rarely speak directly to one another:
trauma studies, digital performance studies, and posthuman theory. Caruth (1996) and Luckhurst (2008) laid the
groundwork for understanding psychological trauma as belated, repetitive, and linguistically fragmented, but their
frameworks were not designed to account for trauma in the age of technological mediation and artificial
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embodiment. By comparing The Nether and Draw Me Close, the study extends trauma theory into digital space
and asks how suffering, empathy, and ethical awareness are reconfigured by posthuman
performance.Theoretically, this research contributes to the re-meaning of trauma in modern performance. Barad
(2007) and Braidotti (2013) propose embodiment as the fusion of human and non-human agency, and argue that
subjectivity and emotion are co-created through physical connections. The present research uses these insights to
extend the frameworks of Carruth (1996), Whitehead (2004), and Lockhurst (2008) to examine the pain and
memory repair through technology, and builds on this broad approach to the implementation hypothesis
developed by Carlson (2018). Bai-Cheng et al. (2010) and Bulmer (2017) argue that digital implementations
create new forms of emotional space and challenge viewers to engage with mediated suffering, although Bulmer
warns that virtual reality-based empathy can also fail to validate the experience it claims to convey. This study
pursues this argument rigorously, testing it against two specific theatrical works.In this way, this research
contributes to the conversation between trauma theory, implementation research, and posthumanism, and offers
anew perspective on the shifting identity of empathy and representation in theatre. This research also has practical
implications. It suggests how theatre can use digital and immersive technologies not only as media of aesthetic
cognition, but also as spiritual media that orient audiences to empathic participation and reflective feeling.
Machon (2013) argues that total and inclusive representation creates unity and immediacy by paving the way for
the listener to visualize emotions. Schechner (2020) adds that digital fabrication dissolves the boundary between
performer and listener, creating a participatory experience that redefines spiritual duty and awareness. Dugan
(2012) makes a comprehensive argument: contemporary art can create a “trauma presence effect,” whereby
listeners are drawn into the structure of trauma rather than being asked to watch from the outside.Digital
communication has turned the topography of trauma upside down. In The Nether and Draw Me Close, trauma is
no longer a spatial narrative embedded in the biological body, but rather manifests as what we might call a “virtual
wound.” Drawing on Gross’s (2001) work on digital spatialization and the body, he suggests that in posthuman
stories, communication transforms into a new skin. Once that digital skin is dissolved, whether by the
assimilationist transgressions of Haley’s ““shelter” or by the reconstructed maternal grief of Tannehill’s virtual,
real memory, trauma is ontologically real even when it is not physically tangible. In The ethical issue in The
Nether is most acute when interpreted through Baudrillard’s (1994) notion of hyperreality. Baudrillard believes
that once we are in simulation, traditional moral frameworks no longer apply because those frames depend upon
the materiality of the victim. Haley’s Detective Morris struggles to prosecute crimes in which no physical blood
is shed, yet the play shows that trauma remains lodged in the consciousness of the users. This squares with
Braidotti’s (2013) posthumanist view that the self is a networked entity: a wound to an avatar is, in effect, a wound
to the human psyche that inhabits it.In Tannahill’s Draw Me Close, virtual reality is used to navigate the trauma
of terminal illness and death. The digital medium here is not only a representation of memory; it is a remediation
of memory into something tangible. The haptic, immersive environment reconstructs the trauma of the mother’s
death by collapsing the border between spectator and sufferer. This is what Hayles (1999) calls the posthuman
body, a body that exists in the fluid space between the organic and the algorithmic. In both plays, trauma is the
bridge between physical human reality and the possibilities of the digital void, which suggests that the virtual is
not the same as the unreal when it comes to suffering.This research also presents a semantic model for
incorporating trauma-influenced creativity into the aesthetic of technological art. The assessment and comparison
between “The Nether” and “Draw Me Close” demonstrates how performance can move between the
psychological and the digital, transforming unfamiliarity into empathy. Dixon (2007) and Parker-Starbuck (2011)
argue that digital performance destabilizes older notions of agency and embodiment, forcing performers to
reimagine performance as something that is spread across physical and virtual realms.Overall, this research argues
that posthuman representation, by linking trauma, empathy, and digital embodiment, is instrumental to any model
of serious reconsideration of human nature across the globe. This research advances theoretical work on trauma
and embodiment and paves the way for applied and consumerist approaches to inclusive, empathetic, and ethical
creative and innovative performance.

Chapter Two: Analytical Discussion of the Selected Plays

1. Jennifer Haley’s The Nether (2013): Digital Escapism and the Trauma of Disembodiment

Haley’s In The Nether (2013), Haley offers the dystopian ideal of digital escapism as humanity’s escape into an
immersive online environment dubbed “The Nether,” where users can dissociate from their physical bodies and
indulge in fantasy behaviors without moral consequence. This electronically built world captures what Bay-Cheng
et al. (2010) call “digital liveness” in which the lines between presence and absence blur, dramatizing the duality
of empathy and alienation .In her study of digital subjectivities in The Nether, Pham (2018) states that at the heart
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of the play lies a staging of a crisis of moral culpability, where bodies and victims are constructed as algorithmic
rather than corporeal. Haley’s articulation of this conflict in the Morris/Sims inquiry represents virtual identity as
emotionally fragmented and disassociated from physical reality and the ethical instability of digitally mediated
pleasure (Haley, 2013). Caruth (1996) characterizes trauma as an event that “repeats itself over and over in the
form of haunting memory, defying complete understanding.” Haley’s work demonstrates this return in recursive
scenarios of denial and confession, in which characters return to the same actions of suppression via technology
simulation. Haley (2013) describes the Nether as a sort of escape, where virtual freedom replaces physical and
emotional reality, creating a cycle of estrangement rather than healing.In today’s digital culture, emotional
engagement is often transformed into a technologically mediated experience, in which virtual systems change the
bounds of empathy, identity, and ethical obligation. In The Nether, Haley demonstrates how digital spaces might
confuse emotional connection with artificial simulation (Haley, 2013). From a performative perspective, Haley’s
play stages what Popat (2016) refers to as the ethical ambiguity of embodied experience in virtual reality, in which
the body is both present and absent, and where the moral conventions of physical meeting between performer and
audience are put under pressure. Haley refers to a virtual contact as emotionally unstable, whereby the absorption
in technology reduces direct human connection and distorts the sensation of empathy (Haley, 2013). This image
echoes Machon’s (2013) notion of immersive performance as a transitional realm between presence and absence.
Posthuman subjectivity, as described by Braidotti (2013), is an instability of established moral hierarchies, which
may be observed in Haley’s characterization of users who experience moral distance as a mixture of shame and
gratification. Thus, the Nether is a posthuman laboratory in which the intersections of trauma, emotion, ethics,
and technology are being redefined. Schechner (2020) postulates that modern performance is increasingly an
audience participation in ethical and emotional engagements especially in electronically mediated situations.In
The Nether, spectators become closely connected to the moral ambiguity of the virtual world, which intensifies
the play’s exploration of empathy, responsibility, and alienation.The play's futuristic setting is a virtual reality
network called The Nether that has superseded the internet. Within this structure, individuals are free to act out
their wildest dreams without worrying about how they could affect the actual world. Exploring the Hidden Place:
The Narrative. Sims, or "Papa" as he's known, constructed a dimension in The Nether. Relationships with what
seemed to be kid avatars are only one example of the unethical and unlawful activities that users of this virtual
realm are able to accomplish. In normal life, they adhere to societal norms and morals, but on this site, the Sims
and other deviant individuals may freely express their sexual impulses. Through interviews and flashbacks, the
play delves into the characters' motives and challenges. Iris, a prominent avatar in The Hideaway, personifies the
challenge of juggling liberties in virtual realm with actual ethical ramifications; Doyle, a former educator, claims
that the game provides him an emotional connection. A federal investigator with a background in statistics called
Detective Morris questions the residents of Sims' Hideaway. By questioning Sims, Morris reveals the shadowy
ethics that lurk in the realm of virtual escape. In her question on the role of technology in the formation of identity
and relationships, Haley (2013) invites the audience to think about the potential ethical consequences of acts
performed in a virtual world that is distinct from the actual world (Pham, 2018).The play revolves on information.
Just as our dependence on digital places for intimacy, identification, and escape is a wider reality, the play's virtual
reality serves as a sanctuary from the imminent collapse of the actual world outside it. By creating a virtual
environment in the Nether where the usual gender roles are inverted, Haley undermines the patriarchal family
system. Everything, from ideas to interpersonal relationships, is ravaged by the postmodern period. The Nether
was written at a period of fast technological advancement and the public discussion about the ethics of virtual
worlds was only beginning. Virtual reality (VR) goggles, augmented reality (AR) systems, and complex online
gaming arenas all emerged in the early 2010s. These developments have raised questions about identity and the
border between the real and the virtual. Theorists like Sherry Turkle (2011) have called attention to this fear of
the dehumanizing potential of technology, but Haley’s work reveals a more general social anxiety about the
function of digital links in the construction of human relationships The illusion of camaraderie, without the
responsibilities of friendship, feeds the emotional detachment of the Nether (Turkle, 2011, p. 16). The play
responds to the philosophical and ethical questions highlighted by postmodern thinkers like Jean Baudrillard
(1994) who suggested that the proliferation of signs has erased the difference between reality and virtuality. This,
thus, elucidates The Nether’s criticism of our growing reliance on virtual spaces as a means of evading the reality
of our existence, which in this audacious new environment jeopardizes responsibility and may foster behaviors
tolerated in real life. The first two decades of the 21st century seen an increasing consciousness about online
ethics and privacy problems, with discussions on the regulation of digital platforms. The Nether consolidates
these anxieties into a narrative, using its fictional framework to examine the ramifications of unrestricted virtual
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environments. Rosi Braidotti's (2013) posthuman criticism emphasizes the transformation of human subjectivity
and ethics by technology, advocating for the rectification of its most unsightly aspects.

CYBERNETIC SUBJECTIVITY AND DISSEMBODIMENT

The characters’ liminal experiences in The Nether often mimic a boundary-crossing cyborg as theorized by Donna
Haraway (1985). The cyborg is ‘a hybrid of machine and organism’ that does not recognize categories of either
human or computer, military or civilian, and is ‘a creature of social reality as much as a creature of fiction’ (p.
65). Its users can wear avatars in the virtual Nether that separate them from their real bodies, and allow for
explorations of identities and behaviors that are ordinarily shackled by traditional standards. “We’re not built to
live in reality,” says Sims, the designer of the artificial world “The Hideaway.” “We are supposed to feel it”
(Haley, 2013, p. 29).

This phrase is the articulation of the posthuman predicament as the flux between the corporeal and the embodied.
Haraway’s cyborgian challenge to fixed identities is echoed in Sims’ virtual environment as a zone of suspension
of conventional family roles and social expectations. Ultimately, Haley utilizes the stage to confess technology,
to reveal the moral cost of digital disengagement. The Nether is both a symptom and critique of what Braidotti
(2013) calls “the posthuman predicament”: the simultaneous extension and enfeeblement of the human intimacy
in the age of artificial desire.

2. Jordan Tannahill’s Draw Me Close (2017): Virtual Memory, Embodied Grief, and Posthuman Empathy
Where The Nether approaches trauma through moral alienation and disembodiment, Draw Me Close moves in
the opposite direction: it stages embodied memory and emotional reconciliation. Through an immersive emotional
experience, Tannahill uses virtual reality and live performance to reconstruct personal memory and maternal loss
(Tannahill, 2017). The participant-audience enters an affective loop that resonates with contemporary discussions
of digital trauma as an embodied emotional experience.Bay-Cheng et al. (2010) describe digital performance as
a hybrid ontology of liveness in which virtual interfaces enable affective engagement across physical distance.
Draw Me Close enacts this in a literal way: the spectator’s sensory immersion produces feedback loops of
empathy and memory. As Wilson (2020) observes in her account of Draw Me Close at the Young Vic, the
encounter is the product of the specific meeting point between virtual reality technology and live performance,
where embodied spectatorship moves between the actual and the virtual, intimacy and distance, immersion and
estrangement. Virtual interaction in the piece is an emotionally immersive experience that mixes memory,
empathy, and sensory participation, which is consistent with Machon’s (2013) account of immersive performance
as a liminal space between presence and absence.Phelan (1993) argues that performance exists only in the present
moment of its disappearance. In Draw Me Close, that paradox becomes the basis of empathy: spatial boundaries
collapse and presence blends with absence. Schechner (2020) makes a related point about contemporary theatre’s
tendency to turn spectators into active participants in emotionally and ethically charged performances. Tannahill’s
dramaturgy collapses the distance between witness and performer and produces an intimate participation that
resonates with both Phelan’s and Schechner’s arguments.The aesthetic layering of Draw Me Close also fits
Caruth’s (1996) account of trauma as an experience tied to emotional fragmentation and to the reconstruction of
memory. Tannahill braids Caruth’s framework with Braidotti’s (2013) posthuman ethics and turns trauma from
loss into affective reconstitution: virtual intimacy restores emotional presence. As Klimek (2025) argues, the
tactile interactions in Draw Me Close — the physical engagement with an actor and with objects on stage —
intensify the spectator’s emotional involvement and dissolve the line between physical and virtual realms, calling
for an interdisciplinary frame that goes beyond the cinematic to attend to sensory immersion as the medium’s
defining feature. The performance is an example of what Parker-Starbuck (2011) describes as a cyborg-style
human—machine interface that extends empathy through technological apparatus. Tannahill’s VR-based theatre
turns digital machinery into a channel for remembrance. In this way, Draw Me Close shows how empathy in the
digital age recasts grief as a form of reconnection, turning loss into a posthuman articulation of human resilience.
3. Comparative Insight: Alienation vs. Connection in Digital Trauma

The digital turn in contemporary drama has forced a rethinking of human suffering, one that goes beyond the
physical and reaches the space of the virtual wound. In The Nether and Draw Me Close, trauma is reconfigured
as an ontological crisis in which the self is no longer contained inside biological skin but is mediated through
digital interfaces. The shift rests in part on the concept of alienation, which is both a cause and a consequence of
digital experience. Jaeggi (2014) describes alienation as a relation of relationlessness in which people are
estranged from their material reality. In The Nether, that alienation drives the characters into the Hideaway, a
digital refuge that ends up imposing a new, fragmented trauma rather than relieving the old one.Both plays unfold
inside what Baudrillard (1994) calls hyperreality, a condition in which simulation becomes more visceral than the
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physical world. In The Nether, alienation leads the players to the Hideaway, a digital sanctuary that ultimately
inflicts a new, broken trauma rather than assuaging the old one.Both plays take place in the universe of what
Baudrillard (1994) terms hyperreality, a world where simulation is more real than the material world. In The
Nether, there is a moral vacuum because traditional ethics rest on the materiality of the victim, yet the play
maintains that even when the avatar is a digital construct, the psychological scars are real. This is consistent with
Braidotti’s (2013) vision of the human subject as a networked being: any disruption in the digital layer resonates
across the interface and settles in the human mind, which makes the distinction between real and virtual pain less
useful than it first appears.In Tannahill's Draw Me Close demonstrates how digital tools can mediate and maintain
trauma through the convergence of memory and technology. Tannahill’s use of virtual reality to recreate a
relationship with her dying mother, intersects with what Hayles (1999) describes as the erasure of embodiment.
The viewer is thrown into a space where the estrangement of death is temporarily blurred by an algorithmic ghost.
But the posthuman reconstruction can also intensify the trauma rather than soothe it, because the haptic immersion
accentuates the irreversibility of the physical loss. Read together, Haley and Tannahill suggest that digital trauma
is one of the more difficult inheritances of posthuman life: efforts to use technology to escape alienation often
produce more complex and deeper forms of psychic dislocation.Both plays engage the paradoxes of posthuman
subjectivity in technologically mediated space. Braidotti (2013) describes the posthuman subject as oscillating
between disconnection and a longing for affective continuity. Haley and Tannahill dramatise this oscillation in
different ways: Haley’s dystopia exposes the moral emptiness of digital escapism, while Tannahill reframes
technological mediation as a site of emotional repair.In The Nether, Haley constructs trauma as a dismantling of
ethics. The repeated insistence that virtual acts have no real consequence is exactly what the play refuses; in
Haley’s dramaturgy, empathy erodes inside a world driven by data and desire. This is a clear instance of what
Bay-Cheng et al. (2010) call digital liveness, in which presence is an algorithmic performance rather than an
embodied encounter. The line between simulation and sensation thins to the point where trauma persists even
inside simulated intimacy, which is a literalisation of Caruth’s (1996) point that the wound insists on its
return.Draw Me Close reframes trauma through sensory co-presence. At several points in the piece, the audience-
participant is asked to do something simple, such as close their eyes, and the work uses small acts of perception
to generate what Barad (2007) calls intra-action: touch and perception weave together to produce affective
meaning. Where Haley’s users remain at a distance, Tannahill’s audience becomes co-author of the emotional
narrative and embodies trauma as collective remembrance. Participants often describe sensing the presence of a
body that is not present. This mediated proximity reconstitutes empathy as something experienced rather than
observed.The ethical consequences are evident. Haley’s play stages what Bollmer (2017) might call a failure of
the empathy machine: a mourning that is disconnected from physical consequence, what we can call technological
grief. Tannahill’s performance, by contrast, stages embodied grief, where pain is re-felt through tactile
engagement. This contrast resonates with Walsh’s (2021) account of mediatized theatre as a “grief machine,” in
which digital dramaturgies of disembodiment, fragmentation and dematerialization both reproduce and reflect
critically on the conditions of loss in the digital age. In The Nether, trauma manifests as moral paralysis; in Draw
Me Close, the silence is replaced by participation and the loss by touch. The participant’s navigation of the virtual
space echoes what Duggan (2012) describes as a circuit between affect and ethical response, in which
spectatorship can shift into something closer to solidarity.For Haley, trauma is repetition and moral rupture: the
Nether is a paradise that feels like hell, an instance of what Duggan (2012) describes as the cycle of technological
immersion that numbs ethical sensibility. Tannahill, by contrast, recovers meaning through affective immediacy.
Grief in Draw Me Close is less about remembering the dead than about remembering how to feel alive, an idea
that is consistent with Braidotti’s (2013) argument that posthuman art redistributes feeling across organic and
inorganic forms.Ultimately, both writers show that digital trauma is not an absence of feeling but a reshaping of
it. The Nether externalises pain through alienation; Draw Me Close internalises it through empathy. Haley
dramatises the consequences of detachment, while Tannahill imagines a redemption through embodiment.
Barad’s (2007) suggestion that matter feels, converses, and desires is enacted in both plays, even if the affective
outcome is opposite. In Haley, the entanglement produces moral collapse; in Tannahill, it produces reconciliation.
Either way, trauma in the digital age is a hybrid condition of feeling that survives its own mediation (Braidotti,
2013).

4. Recommendations

First, digital empathy can be used in theatre pedagogy. Drawing on Schechner (2020) and Fischer-Lichte (2008),
theatre educators can use immersive technologies such as virtual reality and digital scenography to teach empathy
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through experiential learning. These tools let students take part in performative witnessing in the sense Duggan
(2012) develops and produce a "presence-in-trauma effect" that builds both analytical and emotional literacy.
Second, trauma studies could move beyond classical psychoanalytic models (Caruth, 1996; Luckhurst, 2008) and
treat trauma as a distributed and relational process, following Barad’s (2007) account of intra-action and
Braidotti’s (2013) affirmative ethics. This posthuman expansion opens up future research on digital archives of
collective memory, virtual mourning practices, and technologically mediated empathy.Third, the rise of
immersive technology forces artists and scholars to address the ethical questions raised by virtual representation.
Baudrillard (1994) cautioned that excessive simulation can blunt moral reaction. Bay-Cheng et al. (2010),
however, suggest that when employed thoughtfully, digital performance might improve, rather than dull, critical
awareness. The task for researchers is to design models that are aesthetically novel and ethically accountable at
the same time.Fourth, the study points to the need for collaboration between theatre artists, cognitive scientists,
and digital technologists. Damasio (2018) and Haraway (2016) argue that emotion and cognition are embodied,
relational, and material. Future research that combines work on the neuroscience of empathy with posthuman
performance analysis could clarify how technological environments shape affective response and memory
formation.Fifth, digital theatre rejects strict humanist categories but retains the capacity to rehumanise audiences
through mediated emotion. Braidotti (2013) and Parker-Starbuck (2011) argue that artists should continue to
explore prosthetic embodiment and the meeting of human fragility with machinic precision in order to provoke
ethical reflection and cultural awareness.Sixth, future researchers should look at more digital plays than The
Nether and Draw Me Close in order to identify wider trends in posthuman dramaturgy. Digital theatre is
increasingly a global conversation about technology, identity, and ethics, and comparative work that includes
non-Western posthuman performance would broaden the field considerably.Finally, following Schechner’s
(2020) idea of performance as research, scholars can treat creative practice as part of the methodology. Digital
performance projects can function as laboratories for testing hypotheses about empathy, embodiment, and the
portrayal of trauma, and can bring scholarly thought into dialogue with artistic experimentation.
Conclusion
This study set out to examine how trauma is reconfigured and re-experienced in the digital and posthuman age
through a comparative reading of The Nether and Draw Me Close. The reading shows that both plays articulate a
changing relation between technology, empathy, and ethics in contemporary theatre. Within the frameworks of
trauma theory (Caruth, 1996; Luckhurst, 2008) and posthumanism (Barad, 2007; Braidotti, 2013), digital
performance moves beyond the limits of traditional theatrical representation. In The Nether, trauma takes the
form of moral detachment and emotional alienation, a staging of Baudrillard’s (1994) hyperreal condition. In
Draw Me Close, trauma becomes a restorative act of remembrance that resonates with Braidotti’s (2013) account
of affirmative affect and with Haraway’s (2016) cyborg empathy.Taken together, the analysis suggests that
posthuman theatre constitutes a new ethical and aesthetic paradigm. It reconfigures empathy through affective
participation (Bay-Cheng et al., 2010) and through performative witnessing (Duggan, 2012), and it puts spectators
in a position where confrontation and catharsis are both possible. Posthuman performance is not the abolition of
the human but the augmentation of it, lessening the emotional chasm between self and machine, trauma and
recovery, presence and mediation. The study also provides a posthuman-traumatic model of interpretation for
future multidisciplinary work in digital humanities, media philosophy and immersive arts. Performance, as
Schechner (2020) writes, is still a rehearsal for humanity, and in the digital century that rehearsal takes place not
only on the stage but in the circuits of empathy, data, and shared affect. The Nether and Draw Me Close both
remind us that the heart of theatre, its ability to reflect, alter and heal, is preserved when reframed through screens,
sensors and algorithms. This coupling of the two shows that, rather than decreasing human emotion, the digital
age gives up new methods to express and interpret emotion.
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