
Question:“Dario Fo’s Accidental Death of an Anarchist is a political farce that uses laughter as 

a weapon against authority.” 

Discuss this statement with reference to Fo’s dramatic techniques, characterization, and his 

critique of corruption, justice, and truth in modern society. How does Fo transform comedy into 

an instrument of political awakening? 

Ans: Dario Fo’s Accidental Death of an Anarchist (1970) is one of the most powerful examples 

of political theatre in the twentieth century. Based on a real event—the mysterious death of an 

anarchist railway worker, Giuseppe Pinelli, who allegedly “fell” from a police headquarters 

window in Milan during an interrogation—Fo’s play transforms a tragedy of state repression into 

a brilliant political farce. Through satire, parody, and absurd humor, Fo exposes the corruption of 

the police and the complicity of state institutions in covering up the truth. What makes the play 

extraordinary is not only its fearless political commentary but also its use of comedy as a means 

of awakening social and moral consciousness. 

At its core, Accidental Death of an Anarchist dramatizes the relationship between power and 

truth. The play unfolds in a police station, where the death of the anarchist is being investigated. 

The central figure—the Maniac—is a comic genius and a trickster, who infiltrates the police 

headquarters by pretending to be a judge investigating the incident. Using disguise, wit, and 

improvisation, he forces the policemen to contradict themselves, revealing the absurdity and 

dishonesty of their official version of events. Through his relentless questioning, the Maniac 

becomes a voice of reason within a world dominated by hypocrisy and deceit. 

Fo’s choice of a maniac as the protagonist is deeply symbolic. In a world where lies are accepted 

as truth and justice is corrupted by power, the only sane response is madness. The Maniac’s 

madness is theatrical and liberating—it allows him to mock authority without fear. His identity 

keeps changing—psychiatrist, judge, bishop, forensic expert—reflecting the instability of truth 

itself in a society built on deception. By exposing the policemen’s contradictions, he unravels the 

mechanisms of official propaganda. His famous line—“I’m mad, therefore I’m sane”—

summarizes Fo’s philosophy: in a corrupt system, madness becomes the only form of sanity. 



Fo’s play is structured as a farce, but beneath the laughter lies deep political anger. The humor 

arises from exaggeration, misunderstanding, and role reversal, yet every comic moment carries a 

sharp edge. The policemen’s incompetence, their desperate attempts to invent a convincing story 

about the anarchist’s death, and their willingness to falsify documents and testimonies—all 

reveal the grotesque nature of institutional corruption. Fo uses farce to magnify the absurdity of 

state power, showing that the truth is not hidden by complexity but by ridiculousness. The play’s 

comedy thus becomes a political weapon: it ridicules authority, disarms fear, and invites the 

audience to see through the official lies. 

One of Fo’s most effective techniques is metatheatre—the blending of performance and reality. 

The Maniac is a master of improvisation, constantly breaking the fourth wall, addressing the 

audience directly, and drawing attention to the theatricality of the situation. This device prevents 

the audience from passive enjoyment and forces them into critical reflection. For example, when 

the Maniac reveals that he is impersonating a judge, the policemen—and the audience—are 

caught between disbelief and amusement. The performance becomes an act of political exposure. 

Fo’s theatre, inspired by the traditions of commedia dell’arte, thrives on improvisation, 

caricature, and audience participation. The laughter it generates is not escapist but 

confrontational; it challenges the audience to recognize the mechanisms of oppression in their 

own society. 

The play’s language is another source of its power. Fo employs a mixture of slapstick humor, 

puns, dialects, and sharp irony to keep the tone vibrant and unpredictable. The dialogue moves 

quickly, filled with verbal acrobatics and absurd logic. Yet, beneath the laughter, Fo introduces 

moments of chilling seriousness. When the Maniac re-enacts the anarchist’s fall from the 

window, the farce suddenly turns dark. The policemen’s desperate justifications—“He must have 

thrown himself out to prove his innocence!”—expose the moral insanity of bureaucratic 

reasoning. Here, Fo reveals that violence in modern society often hides behind the language of 

procedure and legality. 

The theme of justice runs through the play like a moral undercurrent. The Maniac’s mock 

investigation exposes not only the corruption of the police but also the larger complicity of the 

state and the media. The press, represented by the journalist Maria Feletti, is at first eager to 



uncover the truth, but even she becomes part of the spectacle, manipulated by the Maniac’s 

performance. Fo’s message is clear: truth is not merely distorted by power—it is manufactured 

by it. Justice, in turn, becomes a performance staged for public consumption. The audience is 

forced to ask: who defines justice, and who benefits from its distortion? 

The ending of Accidental Death of an Anarchist is deliberately ambiguous and provocative. In 

one version, the journalist discovers the truth about the anarchist’s murder and threatens to 

expose it; in another, the policemen kill her to silence her. Fo allows the audience to choose the 

ending they prefer—justice or violence, truth or suppression. This open-endedness reflects the 

moral responsibility of the spectator: it is not the playwright’s task to deliver justice, but the 

people’s. The laughter that has carried the play suddenly turns into unease, forcing reflection on 

complicity and moral choice. 

Fo’s work belongs to the tradition of political theatre that includes Brecht and Artaud, yet it 

remains distinct in its blend of clowning and critique. While Brecht used alienation to create 

intellectual distance, Fo uses laughter to generate emotional and collective energy. His theatre is 

rooted in popular performance, drawing from Italian folk traditions to reach a working-class 

audience. In doing so, Fo democratizes political art, turning the stage into a space of shared 

consciousness. 

Ultimately, Accidental Death of an Anarchist is a study in how laughter can expose lies. Fo 

believed that the function of art was not to comfort but to disturb, not to preach but to provoke 

awareness. The play’s humor dismantles fear and hierarchy, allowing ordinary people to see 

through the illusion of authority. By transforming a real act of injustice into a comic 

performance, Fo reclaims the moral ground from the state’s narrative. His satire reminds us that 

behind every “official version” of truth lies the shadow of manipulation, and that the first step 

toward justice is the courage to laugh at power. 

In conclusion, Dario Fo’s Accidental Death of an Anarchist is far more than a political 

comedy—it is a moral interrogation of truth itself. Through farce, parody, and metatheatre, Fo 

turns laughter into resistance. The Maniac’s madness becomes the voice of reason, and comedy 



becomes the language of truth. In a world where the powerful rewrite reality, Fo’s theatre insists 

that humor, imagination, and critical awareness are the most potent forms of rebellion. 
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