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Abstract 

 

 

Contemporary British plays are commonly thought of as political if they address an 

issue that is already seen as political (Kritzer, 2008). This thesis explores the idea 

that the political stance of a play is articulated at the level of its structure, as well as 

in its content. Contemporary playwriting practices in British theatre are dominated 

by ‘serious drama’. Serious drama yokes together politics, dialectical structure and a 

realist dramaturgy and the resultant form is held up as an ideal against which the 

political efficacy of a play can be judged. Through an application of the concept of 

the ideology of form (Jameson, 1981), this thesis re-reads the structures of serious 

drama in terms of how they reflect the social and economic structures of post-

Fordism in their representation of spatio-temporal structures, causation in the 

dramatic narrative and their imagining of the social subject. Through this reading, 

this thesis problematises serious drama’s claim to a progressive socialist politics.  

 

In contrast, the experimental dramaturgies of a range of contemporary British plays 

(1997-2011) are read as mediating, negotiating and critiquing the social and 

economic structures of post-Fordism through their dramatic structure, and so 

articulating a potentially radical politics. Caryl Churchill’s Heart’s Desire (1997), 

David Eldridge’s Incomplete and Random Acts of Kindness (2005) and David 

Greig’s San Diego (2003) are read as negotiating the effects of spatio-temporal 

compression (Harvey, 1990).  Mike Bartlett’s Contractions (2008), debbie tucker 
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green’s Generations (2007) and Rupert Goold and Ben Power’s adaptation of 

Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author are analysed in terms of their 

causal structures (Althusser, 1970). Finally Anthony Neilson’s Realism (2006), 

Simon Stephens’s Pornography (2007) and Mark Ravenhill’s Shoot/Get 

Treasure/Repeat  (2008) are investigated for the ways in which they re-imagine the 

social subject through subjective, narrative, unassigned and collective modes of 

characterisation. 
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Introduction 

 

 

The aim of this thesis is to articulate a structural politics within the context of 

contemporary British playwriting. A play is usually read as political because, as 

Anne Howe Kritzer states, ‘it presents or constructs a political issue or comments on 

what is already perceived as a political issue’. 1 This thesis argues that a play can also 

be read as political on the basis of its structure, with or without containing any 

ostensibly political content. My interest in this issue is born out of my own work as a 

playwright on two main counts: firstly, a growing consciousness of a gap between 

the plays that I felt had political efficacy and the idea of a political play as a play 

about political issues. Secondly, an experience in my own writing of finding the 

dramaturgy of the political issue play increasingly inadequate as a medium through 

which to articulate my lived experience of contemporary British society. 

Contemporary political playwriting in Britain predominately takes the form of 

what I will term ‘serious drama’. This form has its origins in Diderot’s genre sérieux 

in the second half of the eighteenth century, and is rethought as a dialectical form in 

the work of George Bernard Shaw at the end of the nineteenth. Serious drama 

addresses social and political issues through a structure that yokes together 

dialectical argument with a realist dramaturgy. The narratives of serious drama 

centre around contemporary social and political issues. These issues are embodied in 

the characters, through their opinions and their life stories, and symbolically resolved 
                                                
1 Amelia Howe Kritzer, Political Theatre in Post-Thatcher Britain  : New Writing  : 
1995-2005 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), p. 10. 
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in the conclusion of the narrative. This type of dialectical narrative is positioned as 

central to serious drama’s political efficacy and realist dramaturgy is seen as 

supporting it through its implication that the political and issues embodied in the 

narrative relate directly to the real world outside the theatre doors. The realist 

dramaturgy employed in serious drama consists of the following main features: a 

linear and progressive sense of time; an understanding of space primarily as a 

realistic backdrop for the play’s action; a linear plot structure in which events are 

linked by cause and effect; and individualised socio-psychological characters, who 

are thought of as being like real people. These features are recognisable in Ruby 

Cohn’s description of the main dramaturgical features of a form of realism that she 

identifies as being particularly English:  

Mimetic at both ends, the realistic play is embedded in the contemporary 
scene. The heir of the well-made play, it too is well made in linking cause 
and effect within a plot. The characters behave with sociological and 
psychological credibility; members of the broadening middle class, they 
display the effects of its education and conventions [...] the coherence of 
dialogue parallels that of plot and character [...] people speak 
grammatically in complete sentences [...] connect one sentence logically 
to another; they answer pointed questions, and they swear meaningful 
oaths.2   
 
Whilst serious drama has been an influential form on the British stage since its 

birth in the late nineteenth century, it has not been the only form. Mary Luckhurst 

argues that ‘[p]lays written after the fashion of the late-nineteenth century realists 

such as Ibsen, Shaw and Granville Barker are still critically privileged’ and ‘a certain 

kind of social realism has been understood as quintessentially English and promoted 

as the national drama – a campaign so successful that practically everyone has come 

to believe it’. Despite this, she notes that the contemporary British stage is home to a 
                                                
2 Ruby Cohn, Retreats from Realism in Recent English Drama (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), p. 3. 
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wide range of theatrical forms. In 2003, she observes that as well as producing 

serious drama, British theatres also produced musicals, farces, pantomimes, stand-up 

comedy, physical theatre, anti-realist performance, and plays by writers such as 

Pinter, whose forms sit uncomfortably within the definition of serious drama.3 This 

thesis will specifically concern itself with the last form that Luckhurst identifies, that 

of plays whose structures are difficult to fit within the dramaturgy of serious drama.  

The single authored play is more closely associated with the idea of serious 

drama than other forms on the British stage. Forms such as musicals, farces, 

pantomimes and comedy are generally viewed as non-serious on the grounds of their 

inclusion of music or their dominance by comic elements. In addition to this, they are 

often categorised as entertainment rather than serious drama on the basis of their 

predominantly commercial modes of production and their mass audience appeal. At 

the same time forms such as physical theatre and anti-realist performance set 

themselves in direct opposition to the forms of serious drama. They are characterised 

by processes that attempt to resist the structures and modes of production of serious 

drama, which they identify with the single authored play. Much of this work is 

therefore produced through collaborative devising processes and privileges visual 

over textual dramaturgy. There is a general assumption that the single authored play 

takes the form of serious drama, despite the existence of many plays whose 

structures lie outside of this form. The plays of J. B. Priestley, Samuel Beckett, Ann 

Jellicoe, Harold Pinter, Edward Bond, Howard Barker, Howard Brenton and Caryl 

Churchill, to name but a few, obviously sit uncomfortably with the definition of 

serious drama. Despite this, the structures of serious drama are frequently presented 
                                                
3 Mary Luckhurst, ‘Contemporary English Theatre: Why Realism?’, Contemporary 
Drama in English, 9 (2002), 73–84 (p. 82). 
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as the universal, transhistorical principles of playwriting, as opposed to the structural 

features of a specific dramatic form. They are thought of as the structures of a good 

play, rather than a certain kind of play. When a play is presented that lies outside of 

the structures of serious drama, it is sometimes judged to be a bad play on the 

grounds that it does not use the structures of this form. The most famous recent 

example of this was the reception of the first production of Sarah Kane’s Blasted at 

the Royal Court in 1995, which was criticised for its seemingly illogical leap 

between the worlds of 1990s Leeds and war-torn Bosnia. 

A consistent realist dramaturgy is thought of as central to the political efficacy 

of serious drama. If the audience need to understand that the issues addressed by the 

play are directly relevant to their lives, then it is logical to argue that this link is most 

apparent when the setting of the play recognisably reflects the social reality in which 

they live. I will argue, however, that the realist dramaturgy of serious drama is 

problematic on two counts.  Firstly the structures of serious drama, it is often 

suggested, present us with a dramatic world that accurately reflects social reality 

beyond the theatre doors. As William B. Worthen notes ‘realism not only asserts a 

reality that is natural or unconstructed, it argues that such a reality can only be shown 

on the stage by effacing the medium – literary style, acting, mise-en-scene – that 

discloses it’.4 Social reality, however, is neither natural nor unconstructed. Social 

reality is produced through the interaction of economic, cultural, ideological, 

juridical and political structures: ‘a synchronic system of social relations as a 

whole’.5  Social life has a dramaturgy of its own, what Stuart Hall terms the ‘theatre 

                                                
4 William B. Worthen, Modern Drama and the Rhetoric of Theater (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 1992), p. 14. 
5 Fredric Jameson, The Political Unconscious (London: Routledge, 1983), p. 21. 
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of the social’.6 Realist dramaturgies reflect this dramaturgy of social life without 

interrogating it. They offer representations of social, political and economic 

structures through their dramatic structure that are in line with the representation of 

those structures by the prevailing cultural hegemony. Raymond Williams defines 

cultural hegemony as ‘the central, effective and dominant system of meanings and 

values, which are not merely abstract but which are organized and lived’. The 

structures of the prevailing cultural hegemony are  presented, not as representations 

of reality, but as social reality itself as it is lived from day to day: ‘the reality of 

social experience’.  The structures of a cultural hegemony are hard to discern as they 

appear in the form of common sense or established knowledge. They are thought of 

‘as deeply saturating the consciousness of a society’ to the point where they appear 

to be the natural order of things.7 When drama reproduces ‘reality’ through its 

dramaturgy, dramatic structure mirrors the prevailing cultural hegemony’s 

representations of these structures. Realist dramaturgies show us a representation of 

social reality as we are told it is, rather than as it actually might be in its lived 

experience or could be imagined to be in the future. While the content of serious 

drama may articulate a challenging political position, its structures can be read as 

conservative. As Jameson observes, its structures may carry ‘ideological messages of 

their own, distinct from the ostensible or manifest content’.8 

Secondly, I will argue that there is a gap between the representations of social 

structures in serious drama and our contemporary lived experience. The structures of 

serious drama, as re-thought by Shaw, originate in a different social, political and 
                                                
6 Stuart Hall, ‘Brave New World’, Marxism Today, 1988, pp. 24–29 (p. 27). 
7 Raymond Williams, The Raymond Williams Reader, ed. by John Higgins (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 2000), p. 168. 
8 Jameson, p. 84. 
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economic context from the one in which they continue to be employed now, that of 

late nineteenth century Britain. To suggest that the structures of serious drama reflect 

the structures of contemporary reality is to deny significant shifts in the social, 

political and economic basis of our lives over the past century. The economic 

systems of the late nineteenth century Britain and contemporary Britain may both be 

capitalist systems, however there are significant differences in their economic and 

social structures. David Harvey notes that a capitalist society is one in which 

‘production for profit remains the basic organising principle of economic life’, 

however, while all capitalist systems operate on this basis, not all capitalist systems 

are identical.9  This can be seen by comparing different forms of capitalism operating 

within contemporary nation states. While there has been a general movement 

towards more neo-liberal forms of capitalism since the early 1970s, the Swedish 

model of managed capitalism with its highly unionised workforce and strong welfare 

state remains significantly different to America’s neo-liberal model of deregulated 

markets, privatised public services and minimal welfare provision, and both differ 

significantly from the Chinese system which allows for the operation of a capitalist 

market within the political structures of a communist state. Just as there are 

significant differences in national forms of capitalism, so capitalism within a single 

country alters and develops over time.  

 My rather sweeping explanation of the development of capitalism in Britain 

in from the early nineteenth century to the present day will be informed by two major 

theoretical approaches. Firstly my account will be informed by the theories of the 

French regulation school, who argue that developments in capitalism  are caused by 

                                                
9 David Harvey, The Condition of Postmodernity (Oxford: Blackwell, 1990), p. 121. 
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shifts in two key areas. The first is the ‘regime of accumulation’ which refers to the 

processes that enable the accumulation of capital. Ash Amin identifies these as ‘the 

organization of production and work (the labour process), relationships and forms of 

exchange between branches of the economy, common rules of industrial and 

commercial management, principles of income sharing between wages, profits and 

taxes, norms of consumption and patterns of demand in the marketplace and other 

aspects of the macroeconomy’. The second key area is the ‘mode of regulation’, 

which refers to the formal or informal rules that relate to capitalist production; the 

‘institutions and conventions which “regulate” and reproduce a given accumulation 

regime through application across a wide range of areas including law, state policy, 

political practices, industrial codes, governance philosophies, rules of negotiation 

and bargaining, cultures of consumption and social expectations’.10   

 Secondly, my account will be informed by Scott Lash and John Urry’s 

concept of ‘organized’ and ‘disorganized’ capitalism. Lash and Urry identify three 

broad phases of capitalist development. The first phase is ‘liberal’ capitalism, which 

is characterised by liberal beliefs in the freedom of the individual and in the free 

operation of the market. The second phase is ‘organised’ capitalism, which is 

characterised by a general movement towards greater state regulation of the market 

and of capitalist production. The final phase, ‘disorganised’ capitalism, is 

characterised by a return to beliefs in the freedom of the individual and the market, 

and the rise of neo-liberal forms of politics. None of these phases are distinct. They 

overlap with each other and in global terms, these phases can exist alongside each 

other as capitalism develops at different rates in different nation states. There is an 
                                                
10 Ash Amin, ‘Post-Fordism: Models, Fantasies and Phantoms of Transtition’ in 
Post-Fordism: A Reader, ed. by Ash Amin (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994), p. 8. 
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overall sense, however, as Henri Pirenne notes that capitalism tends move between 

phases of regulation and de-regulation. He observes ‘la régularité vraiment 

étonnante de la périodicité des phases de liberté économique et des phases de 

réglementation’ throughout its history.11 Serious drama in Britain develops as part of 

a wider a socialist campaign for a movement away from liberal capitalism towards 

an increasingly state regulated and organised form. In contrast, the experimental 

plays discussed in this thesis can be read as critiquing the social effects of Britain’s 

transition from organised capitalism towards an increasingly de-regulated and 

disorganised form. 

Lash and Urry argue that liberal capitalism was the dominant mode of 

production in Britain during the nineteenth century. Liberal capitalism appears to be 

unregulated but in fact its development was supported by three major pieces of 

legislation, in tandem with the development of an increasingly codified system of 

private law.  In 1832, the Reform Act redefined the parliamentary boroughs and 

extended the franchise to all male holders of property worth above £10. The repeal of 

the Corn Laws in 1846, reduced tariffs on imports and ushered in an era of freer 

trade. Finally the 1844 Bank Act, made the Bank of England the only authorised 

issuer of bank notes and created the Gold standard.12   

The regime of accumulation was based on growing pockets of industry in 

fierce competition with each other. The introduction of railways and canals 

dramatically speeded up the rate of transportation of goods, raw materials and people 

from one place to another, so speeding up the rate of production. The rate of 
                                                
11 Henri Pirenne, Les Périodes De l’Histoire Sociale Du Capitalisme (Bruxelles: 
Librairie du Peuple, 1922), p. 24. 
12 Scott Lash and John Urry, The End of Organized Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity 
Press, 1987), p. 96. 
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production was also increased by the introduction of new manufacturing 

technologies, such as the invention of the fully automated power loom in 1841. 

Initially, the working conditions in the factories were unchecked, so factory owners 

were able to increase their output by squeezing as much labour as they could out of 

their employees. There was little in the way of labour organisation to resist this. Until 

the repeal of the Combination Acts of 1799 and 1800 in 1824, strike action was 

illegal in Britain. Though there was increasing regulation of working conditions from 

1833 Factory Act onwards, the workforce remained vulnerable to exploitation.  

There was a mass movement of people from rural areas to the new and 

rapidly expanding industrial cities, such as Manchester and Sheffield. This rapid 

urban growth lead to extremely high levels of poverty, ill-health and rising crime 

rates. As the industrial cities began to expand, older patterns of social control began 

to fall apart. Calhoun argues that at the beginning of the nineteenth century, there is a 

‘breakdown of the structure of hierarchical incorporation which knit local 

communities into the society as a whole’.13 Previously, society had been organised 

through networks of clients, family and friends and focused around the country 

estates of the aristocracy. In the first half of the nineteenth century, there is ‘a general 

concern for establishing new forms of order and discipline’ rather than a state of 

complete lawlessness in the cities.14  

In Capital, Marx catalogues the miserable existences of British workers in the 

mid nineteenth century. He tells of children working in the lace industry in 

Nottingham being ‘dragged from their squalid beds at two, three or four o’clock in 

the morning and compelled to work for a bare subsistence until ten, eleven, or twelve  
                                                
13 C. Calhoun, The Question of Class Struggle (Oxford: Blackwell, 1982), p. 174. 
14 Lash and Urry, p. 96. 
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at night, their limbs wearing away, their frames dwindling, their faces whitening, and 

their humanity sinking into a stone-like torpor’.15 He quotes Dr J. T Arledge of North 

Staffordshire Infirmary, who describes the workers in the potteries as ‘stunted in 

growth, ill-shaped, and frequently ill-formed in the chest; they become prematurely 

old, and are certainly short-lived’.16 He recounts the story of Mary Anne Walkley, a 

milliner working in a respectable London dressmakers, who died ‘after working 

without intermission for 26½ hours, with 60 other girls, 30 in one room, that only 

afforded ⅓ of the cubic feet of air required for them’.17 Her employers reaction, he 

states, was annoyance that she had died without completing the work at hand. Marx 

argues that the drive for profit through the production of surplus value means that the 

exploitation of the working class is an inevitable feature of any capitalist system: ‘the 

first birthright of capital is equal exploitation of labour-power by all capitalists’.18  

Serious drama in Britain is born out of the rise in socialist politics in the late 

nineteenth century. In the 1880s and 1890s, three major socialist organisations are 

established in opposition to the adverse social effects of liberal capitalism: Social 

Democratic Federation (1882), The Fabian Society (1884) and The Independent 

Labour Party (1897). George Bernard Shaw is a early member of the Fabian Society. 

In an 1884 pamphlet, he outlines some of their aims including the nationalisation of 

land and industry, better rights for children, political equality for women, a liberal 

education for all and an end to a system that divides society ‘into hostile classes with 

large appetites and no dinners at one extreme and large dinners and no appetites at 

                                                
15 Karl Marx, Capital: An Abridged Edition, ed. by David McLellan, Abridged ed 
(Oxford Paperbacks, 2008), p. 154. 
16 Marx, p. 155. 
17 Marx, p. 158. 
18 Marx, p. 177. 
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the other’.19 George Bernard Shaw’s manifesto for serious drama, The Quintessence 

of Ibsenism, originated as part of series of Fabian Society lectures on ‘Socialism in 

Contemporary Literature’. As a Fabian, Shaw advocates social progress rather than 

revolution: ‘a peaceful but expeditious path to Socialism’.20 His reading of Ibsen’s 

drama identifies dialectical discussion as the vital ingredient that reconfigures theatre 

as a vehicle for such progressive social reform. Both Shaw’s political thinking and 

this dramatic theory demonstrate ‘belief in linear progress’ and  ‘the rational 

planning of ideal social orders’21 In 1900, Shaw is involved in the creation of the 

Labour Party and so helps to set the stage for left-wing versus right-wing battle that 

characterises British politics in the twentieth century. 

The dialectical structure of the treatment of social issues in Shaw’s serious 

drama expresses an optimistic belief in the creation of a better society through 

rational positive progress. This optimistic view of future of capitalism is also 

articulated by other socialist thinkers around the beginning of the twentieth century. 

In 1892, Friedrich Engels declares that the unacceptable level of labour exploitation 

that he observed in mid-nineteenth century Britain ‘belongs to-day, in many respects, 

to the past’. He goes on to voice an optimistic view of capitalist development: ‘the 

larger the scale on which capitalistic production is carried on, the less can it support 

the petty devices of swindling and pilfering that characterize its early stages’.22 Max 

Weber articulates an optimistic belief that capitalism will become increasingly 

rational and this rationalism will resolve the worse aspects of the current system. He 
                                                
19 George Bernard Shaw, A Manifesto (London: Geo. Standring, 1884), p. 1. 
20 George Bernard Shaw, The True Radical Programme (London: Geo. Standring, 
1887), p. 10. 
21 Harvey, p. 10. 
22 Friedrich Engels, The Condition of the Working Class in England (London: 
Penguin, 1987), p. 37. 
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argues that the spirit of modern capitalism is rooted in that the Protestant frame of 

mind that ‘strives systematically and rationally in a calling for legitimate profit’23 in 

accordance with the virtues of ‘[p]unctuality, industry and frugality’ and 

‘[h]onesty’.24 He sees the worst features of contemporary capitalism are characteristic 

of earlier backward forms of capitalism. Modern capitalism ‘has as little use for 

liberum arbitrium [easygoing] persons as laborers as it has for the businessman fully 

without scruples in the running of his company’.25 Werner Sombart predicts that 

capitalism will move towards a ‘planned economy’26 in which economic life will be 

shaped along ‘cooperative or publicly owned lines’.27 This will be a ‘regulated’28 

capitalism, where ‘demand is stabilized’ and ‘distribution and production move in 

familiar paths’.29 Like Weber, Sombart believes that capitalism is fundamentally 

driven by rationalisation and so will eventually create a better social order. Future 

capitalism will be marked by an ‘ever more prominent cultivation of rationalism, 

while at the same time pursuit of profit and individualism, which in concert with 

rationalism had formed the capitalistic spirit, pass away’.30  

Shaw and other socialist thinkers in the late nineteenth century stand at the 

beginning of a move towards a more organised form of capitalism. Lash and Urry 

argue that ‘organized capitalism developed the wrong way round’ in Britain. From 

the 1880s onwards there was a degree of organisation at the bottom amongst workers 
                                                
23 Max Weber, The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism, trans. by Stephen 
Kalberg (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), p. 88. 
24 Weber, p. 79. 
25 Weber, p. 83. 
26 Werner Sombart, Economic Life in the Modern Age, ed. by Nico Stehr and Reiner 
Grundmann (New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2001), p. 254. 
27 Sombart, p. 255. 
28 Sombart, p. 256. 
29 Sombart, p. 255. 
30 Sombart, p. 254. 
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but the system does not become organised at the top until after the Second World 

War.31 In organised forms of capitalism, state regulation of the economy together 

with a welfare system helps to reduce the adverse social effects of capitalism and its 

crises on people’s lives. Marx argues that crises are required to rebalance inherent 

contradictions within the capitalist system: ‘momentary and forcible solutions of the 

existing contradictions [...] which for a time restore the disturbed equilibrium’.32 At 

these points of crisis, the balance of capitalism is restored through the devaluation and 

destruction of capital. Employers seek to drastically reduce their costs in order to 

enable their businesses to survive. Wages drop in value and labour is laid off in great 

numbers. State regulation of the economy brings with it a decrease in frequency and 

severity of such crises: ‘the rhythm of prosperity and depression characteristic of full 

capitalism, also becomes attenuated’.33 In such ‘managed’ forms of capitalism, as 

Sombart terms them, life for the worker becomes progressively more stable:  

his activity is regulated by norms of a quasi-public character, the 
manner of his work approaches that of a civil servant (no overtime), 
his wage is determined by extra-economic, non-commercial factors. 
The sliding wage scale of earlier times is replaced by its antithesis, the 
living wage, expressing the same principle as that underlying the salary 
scale of civil servants; in case of unemployment the worker’s pay 
continues, and in illness or old age he is pensioned like a government 
employee. 34  
 
To some degree, Sombart’s optimistic prediction that an increasingly organised 

capitalism would bring a greater stability to economic conditions was realised during 

the twentieth century in post-war Britain. The depression of the 1930s and the effects 

of two world wars laid the ground for greater state regulation of the economy and led 

                                                
31 Lash and Urry, p. 53. 
32 Marx, p. 454. 
33 Sombart, p. 29. 
34 Sombart, p. 28. 
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to a twenty five year period in which the national economy was relatively stable. Two 

major developments in the British economy played a role in creating and supporting 

this stability. Firstly, there was a shift in the regime of accumulation. British 

manufacturing industries began to employ the systems of Fordism in their plants. 

Fordism originated in the technological and organisation innovations implemented by 

the American car manufacturer Henry Ford. Rather than expecting the worker to 

move to the work to be done, Ford created an assembly line that could move the work 

to the worker so increasing productivity. He also broke down each labour process into 

its component motions, so that each worker became responsible for completing one 

simple task in a continuous process. In order to compensate his workers for having to 

complete repetitive monotonous tasks, Ford cut the length of the working day to eight 

hours and raised wages significantly. This had the added bonus of increasing 

consumer spending as workers had both more disposable income and more leisure 

time to spend it in. Ford astutely recognised that mass production requires the 

creation of a mass market to consume its goods.  

Secondly, there was a change in the mode of regulation, in terms of the 

strategies used by the British government to manage moments of economic crisis. 

Traditionally, the way to manage an economic crisis is to cut expenditure and raise 

taxes. This, however, has the adverse effect of increasing unemployment and 

lowering consumer spending which could potentially extend the period during which 

the economy is in recession. In his 1936 book, The General Theory of Employment, 

Interest and Money, John Maynard Keynes proposes that instead of instigating 

polices that ultimately lower consumer spending, governments should instigate 

policies to increase it. For example, the government could invest in infrastructure 
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projects, such as road building, which would create more jobs and lower 

unemployment. Increased spending would create an increased demand for 

commodities so lifting the economy out of recession. Keynesian-Fordism, together 

with greater state regulation of the economy, the creation of the welfare state and the 

demands of post-war reconstruction created the conditions for a stable economy, 

whose stability was not significantly threatened until the beginning of the 1970s. 

Ash Amin argues that ‘the period since the mid-1970s represents a transition 

from one distinct phase of capitalist development to a new phase’.35 In Britain, this 

transition occurred in response to crises caused by surplus production and falling 

exchange rates. During the 1960s, international competition between industrialised 

nations intensified. Japan and Germany re-emerged from post-war reconstruction as 

modern and highly efficient industrialised nations. At the same time, multinational 

companies began to globalise production through offshore manufacturing, moving 

their plants to areas with cheaper labour and costs, such as South East Asia. This 

resulted in a speeding up of industrialisation in those locations. By the mid-1960s, 

the internal British markets were saturated and there was need to create larger export 

markets for surplus production. The intensification of international competition made 

this difficult to achieve. As companies tried to maintain their profit margins, the rate 

of unemployment increased and further decreased the internal demand for consumer 

goods. In an attempt to deal with situation, Britain began to print more money in 

order to stabilise the economy, which resulted in soaring inflation rates. At the same 

time, inflation in the United States undermined the value of the dollar. Since 1944, 

exchange rates had been stabilised through the Bretton Woods agreement, which 

                                                
35 Amin, pp. 1–40 (p. 1). 
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fixed currency values in relation to the dollar and in turn fixed the value of the dollar 

in relation to gold. In the early 1970s, the dollar became tremendously over-valued 

with respect to gold and the relationship between them was suspended. By the end of 

1971, the dollar was formally devalued. In 1973, the Bretton Woods currency 

markets were closed and replaced with floating and highly volatile exchange rates. 

The value of the pound fell against the dollar from around $2.50 when it was floated 

in June 1972 to $1.55 by October 1976. The British government had to request a $4 

billion dollar loan from the IMF, which was granted on the condition that the 

government made heavy cuts in public expenditure. The effects of these crises 

combined with a steep rise in the price of oil led to a reduction in the real value of 

wages and an increase in public discontent, which resulted in a wave of public sector 

strikes in the winter of 1978/1979. After coming to power in 1979, the Thatcher 

government dealt with the continuing economic crisis by deregulating the financial 

markets and bringing public services back into the market place through 

privatisation. This, David Harvey argues, was not, in the first instance, an ideological 

choice but an inevitable effect of slackened growth: ‘heightened international 

competition under conditions of flagging growth forced all states to become more 

“entrepreneurial” and concerned to maintain a favourable business climate’.36 

Since the early 1970s, there has been a radical restructuring of production 

processes and labour organisation in Britain. The need to cut profit margins, and 

improvements in transport and communications has led to the increasing 

globalisation of production. Formerly, factories were located near to sources of raw 

materials or close to markets. Improvements in transport and communications 
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technologies now mean that this is no longer the most cost efficient model. Industrial 

manufacturing is increasingly relocated to regions of the world where labour is cheap 

and working conditions are less regulated. Through lowering labour costs in this 

way, companies are able to protect their profit margins. Despite the rise in 

employment in the financial and service industries, levels of unemployment have 

generally been higher in the UK over the last forty years. This surplus of labour 

means that employers have been able to push for lower wages in real terms, and 

introduce more flexible models of employment. There has been a reduction in the 

availability of full-time permanent positions and an increase of part-time, flexible, 

contracted and sub-contracted labour. This enables a higher turnover of labour, 

allowing companies to make reductions in their workforces more easily when 

necessary. At the same time, this enables an erosion of the benefits associated with 

full-time permanent employment, such as pensions. While flexible working can be to 

the worker’s benefit as well, for example in the case of many women with children, 

it ultimately leads to greater job insecurity and a reduction in career prospects.  

There has been a rise in mergers and acquisitions. Whereas companies have 

always used this process to concentrate their capital and reduce competition, since 

the 1970s, it has taken on a different form. Rather merging with or acquiring 

companies within their own sectors, companies now use these processes to diversify 

their business. The prime aim of a company becomes the production of money, 

rather than the production of a particular product. For example, Virgin starts life as a 

mail order record company in 1970. In 1984, it launches an airline as the first step in 

an expansion into the transport and tourism industry. The company currently deals in 

entertainment, transport and tourism, communications and finance. Through 
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dispersal, both spatially and in terms of their labour force and their business interests, 

companies actually become more secure. Many companies, like Virgin, have started 

to diversify into finance as opposed to the production of goods or other services. 

Harvey states that ‘[f]rom the 1980s onwards reports have periodically surfaced 

suggesting that many large non-financial corporations were making more money out 

of their financial operations than they were out of making things’.37 

Finally and most importantly, there has been significant growth in the 

financial sector in Britain. This has been facilitated by technological advances in 

communication and through the reorganisation and deregulation of the global 

financial system. Britain has stood at the forefront of this movement. The British 

markets were deregulated and moved from an open-outcry system of trading to a 

screen based one on 27 October 1986. On the same day, the London and New York 

financial markets became interlinked, which sparked the integration of all the 

world’s major financial markets into one trading system.  The last twenty five years 

has seen the rise of global finance companies. Improved communications 

technologies have enabled the instantaneous movement of funds through the global 

financial market. The number of different forms of investment within that market 

have multiplied to bewildering numbers producing ‘an avalanche of new financial 

products in the 1990s’ and ‘a totally unregulated shadow banking’ system dealing in 

the trading of asset values, futures, interest swaps, currency options and securitised 

debt. There has been a huge rise in the trading of derivatives. Huge profits have been 

made through financial activities that no longer bear any relation to traditional goods 

and services. Global banking and financial companies have become increasingly 
                                                
37 David Harvey, The Enigma of Capital: And the Crises of Capitalism (Profile 
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autonomous and in the 1990s Britain’s economic system became increasing reliant 

on a vibrant financial sector. Through the loosening of financial regulations, the 

British government found that they could attract more lucrative business: ‘[i]f the 

regulatory regime in London was less strict than that of the US, then branches of the 

City of London got the business rather than Wall Street’.38 The financial sector was 

embraced by New Labour and there was a sense that all major political parties now 

agreed that the financial industry was central to the British economy. Even though 

the financial system was now better able to spread risk through tactics such hedging, 

levels of debt tend to spiral out of control in such an unregulated market. The 

increasing autonomy of the financial sector from the state made the economy more 

vulnerable to crises and contributed significantly to the financial crisis of 2008. 

Sharp increases in the value of property in the UK created a housing bubble. In 1998, 

the average house price was around £80,000, but by 2007 it had risen to 

approximately £220,000.39 At the same time, Britain shared the lead with New York 

in ‘slicing, dicing and securitising housing mortgages and other forms of debt’.40 The 

sub-prime mortgage crisis in the United States hit Britain particularly hard because it 

originated in the both the property and financial markets.  

In their totality, these shifts in the social and economic structures, seem to 

mark a significant shift in the structures of capitalism in Britain since the 1970s. The 

effect of these changes on the social subject and everyday life is perhaps most clearly 

expressed in the idea of financialisation. Wage repression in advanced capitalist 

societies creates a problem because it produces a reduction in the market for 
                                                
38 Harvey, The Enigma of Capital, p. 20. 
39 Graeme Chamberlin, ‘Recent Developments in the UK Housing Market’, 
Economic & Labour Market Review, 3 (2009), 29–38 (p. 30). 
40 Harvey, The Enigma of Capital, p. 36. 
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commodities. As Ford recognised, mass production requires mass consumption. The 

gap between the stagnation of personal earnings for the majority since the 1970s and 

increased personal spending has been bridged by the expansion of credit. Credit 

makes it possible to purchase something currently beyond a person’s actual means 

and so dissolves and reassembles ‘the possessive relations between persons and 

things’.41 Randy Martin argues that as people take on larger levels of debt, they begin 

to behave more like businesses. For example, home ownership becomes an 

investment for the future, rather than an end in itself, ‘a major factor in mitigating 

strain from inflation as value would appreciate to preserve levels of equity’.42 

Individuals start to operate using the same structures of opportunity and decision 

making as companies. They are subject to the same need to react rapidly to profit 

opportunities and suffer the same uncertainty of rewards. Risk replaces labour as the 

basis for the generation of personal capital.  

Personal improvement becomes intrinsically linked to economic growth and 

the work/leisure binary is eroded as finance begins to permeate every aspect of our 

lives. As finance becomes more and more part of our daily lives, ‘a new set of 

signals are introduced as to how life is to be lived and what it is for’.43 Martin claims 

that financialisation ‘aims to make life like an approach to business, and thereby 

return the protocols of work to daily life with a vengeance’.44 We are offered the 

opportunity to increase personal wealth, but that wealth remains beyond the grasp of 

the average individual. Instead we become locked into working to pay off our 
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42 Martin, p. 31. 
43 Martin, p. 17. 
44 Martin, pp. 34–35. 
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increasing levels of personal debt. Finance has the ‘ability to take by giving, to 

spread growth while denying to those who might partake of it the very wealth it puts 

in view’.45 It is the alluring siren that keeps the population fruitfully productive. 

Although the economy has grown in the last twenty years, Martin claims that that 

growth has not translated into increased individual happiness for most people. The 

economic boom of the 1990s did not bring proportionally higher standards of living 

for the majority of the population. There was an ‘inadequately equitable distribution 

of economic gain’ with the richest sectors of society benefiting the most.46 This 

created a ‘disconnect between measures of the economy’s objectivity and the 

people’s subjectivity’.47 Financialisation offers us a linear narrative of perpetual 

economic growth and of social progress based on the generation of increasing 

wealth. The financial markets that generate that wealth supposedly available to us all, 

however, now operate with a complexity that exceeds general understanding. We are 

offered a simple narrative of personal and social development through the 

accumulation of capital but the means by which this can be practically achieved 

remain beyond most of our abilities to grasp them.  

 Serious drama reflects a picture of contemporary social reality, which 

suggests that we continue to live in a world where social change can be achieved 

through rational argumentation. It presupposes a political dialogue between left-wing 

and right-wing politics. Its structures are organised around the idea of linear 

progress. Throughout the twentieth century it remains a form that is utilised for 

political means. In the late 1950s and the 1960s, it becomes the vehicle for the voice 
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of the rising working class, through the work of playwrights like Arnold Wesker and 

John Arden. In the 1970s and 1980s, the form is used to argue for the continuance of 

a primarily socialist form of politics in the face of a shift to more neo-liberal policies 

by playwrights such as Howard Brenton, David Edgar and David Hare. Ultimately, 

however, this is a political project that fails. The appearance of a more monologic 

form of politics in the 1990s with the rise of New Labour blurs the distinctions 

between the left wing and the right wing, particularly in terms of their economic 

basis. Serious drama continues to retain some force into the noughties as a vehicle 

for previously unheard voices in British society, whose experiences stand in 

opposition to those of white middle classes that usually dominate the British stage.  

Though on the surface, social reality appears to still be organised around the 

same structures of time, space and causation as it was a hundred years ago, shifts in 

the nature of capitalism in Britain over the last forty years mean that our lived 

experience of time and space is more compressed, and patterns of causation seem 

more complex. Our lived experience has become more present tense, dispersed and 

insecure. Advances in technology and changes in labour organisation mean that we 

feel both more connected to others around us and more isolated from them. As our 

lives become increasingly financialised, Fordism’s divide between work time and 

leisure time is eroded away. Collective opposition to these changes feels more 

difficult. Lash and Urry observe that there has been a decline in the ‘class character 

of political parties’ and a shift towards ‘“catch-all” parties’ instead.48 Our politics has 

become more monologic in its character. A political theatre based on serious drama 

that operates through dialectical debate loses its force when the binary political 
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divisions out of which it originated become blurred. At the same time, its 

representation of social reality offers a model of rational linear progress which 

mirrors financialisation’s narrative of perpetual economic growth and bears little 

resemblance to our lived experience under the pressures of post-Fordism.  

Harvey argues that the major shift in social and economic structures since the 

1970s has resulted in a movement in cultural forms towards ‘[f]ragmentation, 

indeterminacy, and intense distrust of all universal or “totalizing” discourses’, which 

could be argued to reflect the dispersal, insecurity and increased spatio-temporal 

compression inherent in increasingly disorganised forms of capitalism. 49  The 

experimental dramaturgies of the plays discussed in this thesis attempt to mediate, 

negotiate and critique this shift. As such they have the potential for political efficacy. 

Raymond Williams argues that cultural hegemonies are not fixed structures. They are 

‘not singular’ and ‘their internal structures are highly complex, and have continually 

to be renewed, recreated and defended’.50 Though serious drama may critique post-

Fordism through a discussion of the political issues surrounding it in its content, by 

mirroring post-Fordism’s misleading rational representations of social reality through 

its dramaturgy, serious drama is potentially supporting the renewal of the very 

system that it seeks to challenge. Forms of drama that attempt to interrogate rational 

representations of time and space, causation and nature of the social subject are 

political in that they provoke us consider the current gap between how social reality 

is represented to us and how we experience it. Williams argues that if a cultural 

hegemony can be thought of as a complex of interrelated structures that need to be 

renewed and recreated, then a cultural hegemony can also, through the same thought 
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process, be thought of as something that ‘can be continually challenged and in 

certain respects modified’.51 If realist dramaturgy produces structures that mirror and 

so support hegemonic structures, then it follows that other experimental dramaturgies 

could, in theory, produce structures that challenge it. Jameson argues the possibility 

of such structural interventions, on the grounds that the mode of production is no 

longer thought of as ultimately determined by the economic, but rather as produced 

by the relations between a range of social structures, of which the economic is only 

one type amongst others. By mediating, negotiating and critiquing the structures of 

the prevailing cultural hegemony through its dramaturgy, a play can expose a 

productive gap between representations of social structures and our lived experience 

of them. Its re-orderings of these social structures can be then been seen as 

potentially having political agency, through the symbolic production of re-ordered 

social structures.  

Ben Brewster offers, in his definition of Althusser’s three levels of causality a 

theatrical analogy, which can be used to clarify how this structural politics differs in 

approach from the political stance of serious drama. The political efficacy of serious 

drama is imagined to work by making the audience ‘believe that they are seeing a 

faithful copy of reality, recognising themselves and their preconceptions in the 

mirror held up to them by the play’. In contrast, the structural approach taken by the 

plays explored in this thesis ‘reflects neither simple reality or transcendental truth, a 

theatre without an author; the object of his science is the mechanism which produces 

the stage effects’.52 Such dramaturgies can be imagined as opening our eyes to the 
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constructed nature of the seemingly ‘natural’ social structures that shape our sense of 

social reality and suggesting other possible forms for these structures. This move has 

political agency, because as Adorno argues the ‘moment of true volition, however, is 

mediated through nothing other than the form of the work itself, whose 

crystallization becomes an analogy of that other condition which should be’.53  

 The first chapter of this thesis will examine the structural politics of serious 

drama in detail. In order to facilitate this investigation, the term ‘structure’ will be 

used to describe the component parts of dramatic structure. Where the term ‘form’ is 

used, it refers to the overall shape that these structures generate through their 

interrelations. The term structure has been chosen over the term form, for its utility in 

relating dramatic structures to the idea of social and economic structures. This 

chapter will examine the idea that the supposed political efficacy of play is indicated 

not only by its social and political content, but is also associated with a serious 

approach to this material that is expressed through a responsible dramaturgy. This 

responsible dramaturgy yokes together politics, dialectical structure and realist 

dramaturgy and loads all three with a moral significance that is troubled when a 

playwright dares to deal with a social or political issue through an alternative 

dramaturgy. The origins of this structure will be traced to the work of George 

Bernard Shaw and its contemporary expression revealed through an examination 

both of how Michael Billington reads the political efficacy of a play and how David 

Edgar thinks about the process of political playwriting. It will be argued that serious 

drama continues to act as a influential formation in contemporary British playwriting 

in three ways. Firstly, it presents its principles as the universal principles of 
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playwriting, rather than as the features of specific genre of playwriting. Secondly 

British playwriting and its history are imagined to be coextensive with that of serious 

drama. Thirdly, serious drama dominates the terminology through which the practice 

of playwriting can be described, so making it difficult to articulate alternative 

dramaturgies without reference to the structures of serious drama. Finally, the 

politics of serious drama’s structures will be read through Fredric Jameson’s three 

horizons of textual analysis: as the symbolic resolution of a social contradiction; as 

an utterance that forms part of a confrontation between classes; and in terms of its 

ideology of form. Through this reading, serious drama’s claim to a progressive, 

subversive and socialist politics will be problematized. 

The following three chapters will explore the dramaturgy of serious drama in 

terms of Jameson’s concept of an ideology of form. Serious drama’s employment of 

a realist dramaturgy will be problematised. The dramaturgy of serious drama will be 

considered as a structure that incorporates earlier dramatic theory and reinvents it in 

its own image. Serious drama’s claims to constitute a transhistorical dramaturgy will 

be challenged through an examination of pre-Shavian dramatic theory, which relates 

this earlier theory to the theatre practices and social structures that it originates from. 

The arguments that lend validity to the structures of serious drama are rooted in the 

idea that its ordering of time and space, structures of causation and its imagining of 

the social subject are ‘just how it is in life’. 54  By rooting its structures in 

verisimilitude, serious drama will be argued to mirror the dramaturgy of social life 

without intervening in it. In this way serious drama will be argued to present a 

conformist as opposed to a challenging politics, because its dramaturgy mirrors 
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rational representations of social structures.  In contrast, it will be argued that 

experimental dramaturgies that mediate, negotiate and critique the spatio-temporal 

and causal structures of post-Fordism, and seek to expose and re-imagine the lived 

experience of the social subject produced under its pressures, are politically 

productive as they can be thought of as structural interventions that challenge the 

normative representations of the dramaturgy of social life. 

The plays, whose experimental dramaturgies will be explored in this thesis 

have been selected primarily for the nature of the structures that they employ. I have 

chosen to focus on plays that were produced by institutions lying at the heart of the 

British new writing industry: the Royal Court Theatre, the National Theatre, the 

Gate, Paines Plough, Headlong, the Tron, the Traverse and the National Theatre of 

Scotland. Unsurprisingly this produces a focus on plays produced in London and as 

part of the Edinburgh Festival. The rationale behind this is to show that these 

experiments with dramaturgy are taking place in the heart of major institutions in the 

subsidised sector, which are more commonly associated with the production of 

serious drama. This use of experimental dramaturgy is a mainstream as much as a 

fringe movement. As such, these plays with their experimental dramaturgies can be 

argued to be as representative of the character of contemporary British playwriting, 

as serious drama purports to be. Indeed, the number of British plays whose use of 

dramaturgy could be argued to demonstrate a structural politics is so great that it is 

beyond the scope of this thesis. Plays that were considered for analysis but then 

could not included within the scope of this thesis include: Alan Ayckbourn’s 

House/Garden (Stephen Joseph Theatre, 1999), James Graham’s The Man 

(Finborough, 2009), Sam Holcroft’s Edgar and Annabel (National Theatre, 2011), 
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Dennis Kelly’s Love and Money (Young Vic/Royal Exchange, 2006), Fin Kennedy’s 

How to Disappear Completely and Never Be Found (Crucible Theatre, 2007), Lucy 

Kirkwood’s it felt empty at first when the heart went but it is alright now (Clean 

Break/Arcola, 2009), Bryony Lavery’s Frozen (Brimingham Rep, 1998) and 

Alexandra Wood’s Eleventh Capital (Royal Court, 2007).  

The thesis focuses on plays produced in the Britain since 1997. Many plays 

with similarly experimental dramaturgies were produced in Britain before this date, 

J.B. Priestley’s Time and the Conways (Duchess Theatre, 1937) and Caryl 

Churchill’s Top Girls (Royal Court, 1982) are two obvious earlier examples that 

spring to mind. The year 1997 has been chosen because it is the year that New 

Labour comes to power. New Labour is born from Old Labour with the alteration of 

clause IV within the labour party constitution, which places the opportunity for the 

individual to accumulate capital rather than the equitable distribution of capital at the 

heart of the party’s economic thinking. Old Labour strove: 

To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their 
industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible 
upon the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, 
distribution, and exchange, and the best obtainable system of popular 
administration and control of each industry or service. 
 

In contrast New Labour works for: 
 

a dynamic economy, serving the public interest, in which the enterprise of 
the market and the rigour of competition are joined with the forces of 
partnership and co-operation to produce the wealth the nation needs and 
the opportunity for all to work and prosper55 

 
Whereas Old Labour believed in public ownership and state control of private 

industry, Dan Coffey and Carole Thornley, argue that New Labour ‘has been active 
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in its advocacy of market liberalization, of free capital movements, of weak 

protection for workers, and of the prerogatives of profit-seeking businesses’56 and 

‘continued with policies of financial deregulation begun under previous Conservative 

governments’.57 While it is perhaps overstating the case, to argue that New Labour’s 

election to power in 1997 heralds the ‘decisive victory of liberal capitalism over 

socialism’, the more monologic politics that it ushers into being requires new 

strategies for political intervention.58 In terms of political theatre, it sets playwrights 

a new challenge. There is a need to re-think the way that a play might function in 

order to have political efficacy in a political system in which the binary division  

between left wing and right wing has become blurred and all the major political 

parties articulate a broad consensus on the basis of economic policy. 

The second chapter will deal with the representation of time and space in 

serious drama. It will investigate the spatio-temporal dramaturgy of serious drama 

and argue that it is not commensurate with our lived experience of time and space, 

through an investigation of the nature of dramatic time and space in Tim Crouch’s 

The Author. The spatio-temporal structures of realistic dramaturgy, it will be noted, 

reflect the spatio-temporal rhythms that go hand in hand with the prevailing cultural 

hegemony through the idea of a moral unity that deems that actions must take place 

in the proper space at the proper time. Serious drama is primarily structured around 

the temporal axis of succession. As such its spatio-temporal ordering reflects earlier 

spatio-temporal structures that go hand in hand with the rise of liberal capitalism, 
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rather than the spatio-temporal structures of post-Fordism. The lived experience of 

time and space under post-Fordism, it will be argued, is no longer linear but rather 

compressed and simultaneous. Thus there is a gap, which serious drama ignores, 

between its representation of time and space and the contemporary lived experience 

of time and space. The spatio-temporal dramaturgies of Caryl Churchill’s Heart’s 

Desire, David Eldridge’s Incomplete and Random Acts of Kindness and David 

Greig’s San Diego will be analysed for the ways in which they mediate and negotiate 

this shift towards simultaneity through an expansion into space. 

The third chapter will deal with issues surrounding the structure of the 

dramatic narrative. It will focus on the politics of causation, and the relationship 

between different kinds of causation and the complexity or magnitude of a plot. The 

dramatic narrative will be examined from two different angles using the plot/story 

relationship as an analytical tool. The dramatic narrative will first be considered in 

terms of a stable story that can can plotted in variable forms. The plot structures of 

serious drama will be argued to have a basis in Aristotle’s concept of the ‘single, 

unified action’, albeit in a form that is re-thought through Stanislavski’s  system of 

actions and objectives.59 These plot structures will be related to Louis Althusser’s 

concept of mechanical causality, which views causation in terms of a chain of cause 

and effect. Mike Bartlett’s Contractions will be analysed for the ways in which it 

exposes the relationship between mechanical causation and economic relations under 

post-Fordism. debbie tucker green’s Generations and Rupert Goold and Ben Power’s 

adaptation of Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author will be analysed in 

terms of the alternative forms of causation that are mediated through their structures. 
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Secondly, the dramatic narrative will be considered with plot as its stable aspect and 

story as  taking variable forms. Martin Crimp’s The City will be examined in terms 

of its absence of story. Drawing on Lyotard’s observation that narratives define 

criteria of competence which legitmate and delegitmate certain actions, Mark 

Ravenhill’s use of disrupted story in The Experiment will be read as questioning the 

ethics of dramatic narratives that are rooted in socio-psychological causation. 

The fourth and final chapter will focus on issues surrounding 

characterisation. It will be argued that characterisation plays a structural role, 

through an examination of Vladimir Propp, Étienne Souriau and Algirdas Julien 

Greimas’s analyses of the structure of narrative. Historical ideals of characterisation 

will be examined for the ways in which they imagine the social subject and in terms 

of the ways in which they are re-read and shift in meaning over time. These will be 

related to serious drama’s ideals of characterisation, which construct characters as 

empathetic, socio-psychological motivated individuals. Fuchs and Lehman have 

suggested that socio-psychological character has been superseded in recent years by 

postmodern or postdramatic character. I will explore this shift in character through 

an analysis of the modes through which character is presented in the work of recent 

British playwrights. Anthony Neilson’s Realism will be examined in terms of its 

representation of subjective characterisation. Simon Stephens’s Pornography will be 

read in terms of its use of narrative and unassigned characterisation. These plays, it 

will be argued present an image of a passive social subject that imagines itself as 

both subject and object, as both isolated and driven by a need to connect 

meaningfully with others. Finally Mark Ravenhill’s use of collective character in the 

choral plays that are part of Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat will be examined. It will be 
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argued that these choral plays stage dramatic consensus as opposed to dramatic 

conflict and in doing so present the audience with an image of post-Fordism as 

moving politics towards a monologic position, whilst at the same time impelling 

each member of the audience to construct a personal political stance in opposition to 

it. Through its exploration of the different relationships that the structures of serious 

drama and experimental dramaturgies create with the structures of post-Fordism, this 

thesis will ultimately seek to define the ways in which the contemporary social 

subject is re-imagined both inside and outside the space of theatre. The re-imagining 

of the social subject through dramatic structure has a strong political dimension as it 

re-imagines the social subject’s potential for agency within the social and economic 

structures of post-Fordism. 
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attempts to mediate the increasing complexity of the causal structures of post-

Fordism Secondly, the use of the disrupted story challenges the socio-psychological 

basis of the serious drama’s dramatic narrative. Crimp’s The City suggests through 

its structure that our lived experience under post-Fordism is fragmented, shifting and 

empty in comparison to the coherence and meaning implied in the dramatic narrative 

of serious drama. Ravenhill’s The Experiment  uses the disrupted story to challenge 

the use of socio-psychological causation in serious drama to condone harmful 

actions. Socio-psychological causation is at the heart of dramatic characterisation. 

Characters are seen as individual social subjects whose  are shaped by their 

circumstances and their experiences. If socio-psychological causation is being 

challenged by contemporary dramatists in their plot structures, then this must 

produce a shift in the conception of the social subject within drama as a 

consequence. 
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4 – Character  

 

 

If socio-psychological causation is under question in the work of playwrights 

who are experimenting with structures of dramatic narrative that lie beyond serious 

drama, then logically there must also be a corresponding shift away from socio-

psychological characterisation.  If characters are no longer positioned as shaped by 

their circumstances and their experiences, then how are they defined and what does 

this shift mean in terms of the way that the social subject is thought about under the 

pressures of post-Fordism?   

I will start by examining the ways in which character is not simply, as it often 

thought to be, a simple reflection of ‘how people are’. Character instead is as much 

of a construct as the spatio-temporal or plot and story structures of a play. 

Character’s role in shaping dramatic structure will be examined through an 

exploration of the concept of character role and character function in the work of 

Propp, Souriau and Greimas. Character is shaped by social structures as is revealed 

by Aristotle’s insistence that character should always be grounded in the ‘necessary’ 

and the ‘probable’.1 As our conception of what is necessary and probable alters as 

society alters, so do our notions of good characterisation. This idea will be explored 

by tracing the history of a set of interrelated ideals of good characterisation: 

goodness and empathy; appropriateness and individualisation; consistency, 

motivation and contradiction; and verisimilitude. The arguments that support the 

various interpretations of these ideals are frequently argued on the basis of 
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verisimilitude and so verisimilitude becomes an ultimate ground that defines good 

characterisation. This grounding in verisimilitude returns the analysis to the thesis 

that characterisation shifts as our conception of the social subject changes.  

The second half of the chapter will explore the idea that in recent years there 

has been a crisis in the representation of dramatic character, as articulated in the 

work of Elinor Fuchs and Hans-Thies Lehman. I will argue that there has been a 

discernible shift away from socio-psychological characterisation in several recent 

British plays through an analysis of three such plays, in terms of four significant 

changes in their mode of characterisation: the idea of subjective characterisation in 

Anthony Neilson’s Realism; the use of narrative characterisation and unassigned 

characters in Simon Stephens’s Pornography; and the use of collective 

characterisation in the choral plays of Mark Ravenhill’s Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat. 

These shifts in the mode of characterisation reflect a shift in our conception of 

ourselves as social subjects under the pressures of post-Fordism. 

 

Character as a determinate of structure 

The first question that needs to be addressed therefore in this chapter is how 

the concept of character is a matter of dramatic structure. Character shapes the 

structure of a play, because character places limitations on the kinds of actions that 

can be performed, so shaping the nature and course of events that make up the play’s 

dramatic narrative. The Stanislavskian approach to plot structure, as outlined in the 

previous chapter, clearly articulates one way in which plot and story structure have 

their foundations in character actions, in that the action of the dramatic narrative is 

seen as generated through a character’s active pursuit of an objective.  
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The dramatic narrative of most plays, whether its construction is rooted in 

Stanislavski’s system or not, can be read as having a basis in character actions. Steve 

Gooch uses the image of a chess board to describe how character actions are a 

question of dramatic structure:  

a dramatic idea ultimately finds its expression in the physical 
interaction of apparently independent bodies in real time and space [...] 
[i]t is almost like a chess board on which the playwright places his 
pieces, complete with wills of their own, so that the game plays itself.2 

 
If a play is thought of as being like a game of chess, then its characters are like the 

chess pieces. Each chess piece obeys a set of rules that restrict the ways in which it 

can act within the game. A knight can only move in an L-shape, it cannot suddenly 

change its pattern and move diagonally like bishop, even if to do so would result in 

winning the game. Each piece contributes to the overall shape of the game but each 

piece can only contribute within the limitations of own possible actions.  Like chess 

pieces, different characters obey different sets of rules, which define the ways in 

which they can act within certain situations. These rules might be based on fixed 

ideas of character types or rooted in socio-psychological thinking. The action of a 

play generally consists of the sum of all the actions of its characters.  The character 

actions can be seen as the building bricks that determine the structure of the play.  

 Vladimir Propp, Étienne Souriau and Algirdas Julien Greimas all describe 

narrative structures whose building blocks consist of character actions. In pursuit of 

clarity, I am going to apply the following blanket terms to describe the differences 

between their three approaches to the relationship between character and narrative 

structure. Firstly, I will use the term ‘character’ to define an individualised agent in a 

play, which is most frequently, though not always, a representation of an individual 
                                                
2 Steve Gooch, Writing a Play (London: A & C Black, 2004), p. 25. 
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human being. Secondly I will use the term ‘character role’ to describe a role within 

the narrative that a character might take on. A character role might be that of a hero 

or a villain, the scale or the sun, the sender or the receiver. Each character role has a 

specific set of character actions associated with it. Several characters can play the 

same character role and one character can play several different different character 

roles in the same narrative. Finally I will use the term ‘character action’ to refer to a 

specific action, that a specific character role can perform within the narrative.  

Greimas, summarising Propp and Souriau’s work, defines the structuralist 

conception of character as a comprising a character role and a ‘sphere of action’, 

which is ‘constituted by the bundles of functions attributed to them’.3 

Propp, as outlined in the previous chapter, argued that all Russian fairy tales 

are based on a set sequence of  thirty-one events, from which events can be excluded 

but the order of events cannot be altered.  Propp defines these events as ‘functions of 

the dramatis personae’4 and each event describes a specific character action. For 

example,  event six is described as ‘THE VILLAIN ATTEMPTS TO DECEIVE HIS 

VICTIM IN ORDER TO TAKE POSSESSION OF HIM OR OF HIS 

BELONGINGS’.5  Each character action describes actions that are related to a 

specific character role. Event six describes an action that performed by the villain, 

while event fourteen, ‘THE HERO ACQUIRES THE USE OF A MAGICAL 

AGENT’ describes an action performed by the hero. 6 There are seven different 

                                                
3 Algirdas Julius Greimas, Structural Semantics: An Attempt at Method, trans. by 
Daniele McDowell, Ronald Schleifer and Alan Velie (Lincoln and London: 
University of Nebraska Press, 1983), p. 200. 
4 Vladimir Propp, Morphology of the Folktale, trans. by Laurence Scott, 2nd edn 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1968), p. 21. 
5 Propp, p. 29. 
6 Propp, p. 43. 
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character roles: the villain, the donor, the helper, the princess and her father (sought 

for person and their protector), the dispatcher, the hero and the false-hero. Each role 

is, conversely, associated with a certain range of character actions: the villain 

performs ‘villainy’, ‘a fight or other forms of struggle with the hero’ and ‘pursuit’; 

the princess and her father together perform ‘the assignment of difficult tasks’, 

‘branding’, ‘exposure’, ‘recognition’, ‘punishment of a second villain’ and 

‘marriage’.7 A character role and its related character actions can performed by 

different characters within the same narrative: ‘The names of the dramatis personae 

change (as well as the attributes of each), but neither their actions nor functions 

change’.8 Thus Bába Jagá, Morózko, the forest spirit and the mare's head are all 

different characters but they all play the same role of the donor when they test and 

reward the step-daughter. Conversely, one character may play different character 

roles. For example, at times, the same character can perform actions attributed to the 

character role of the villain and at other times perform character actions related to the 

character role of the helper. Propp argues that the ability of different characters to 

take on different combinations of character roles is one of the elements that accounts 

for the huge variety of narratives found in Russian folktales, despite their basis in a 

defined sequence of events. 

In his Les Deux Cent Mille Situations Dramatiques, Souriau also employs the 

concept of character roles and character actions. Souriau’s aim is to articulate a 

structural model specifically for dramatic narratives. Souriau, like Propp, sees 

narrative as composed of different combinations of character actions, but whereas 

Propp, articulates his narrative model through a sequence of character actions, 
                                                
7 Propp, p. 79. 
8 Propp, p. 20. 
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Souriau articulates his through different combinations of character roles. Souriau 

defines six character roles to which he attributes different character actions. He 

summarises them as follows: 

•     - The Lion; or the thematic Force9 

• ʘ - The  Sun (or the Representative of Worth, of the Good that the Lion 

wishes for)10 

•      - The Receiver of the Star (the Earth), or: the Obtainer (of the Sun) the 

wished for (of the Lion)11 

• ♂ - Mars, or the Opponent12 

•      - The Scale, or the Arbiter of the Situation (the Arbiter of the Good)13 

•     - The Moon or the Mirror of Force (the Adjunct)14 

The Lion is the play’s protagonist who embodies the the thematic force of the drama. 

Unlike our contemporary conception of a play’s theme, Souriau’s concept of the 

thematic force  does not relate to social or political issues. Instead, he defines the 

thematic Force as a strong emotive response towards or against something, ranging 

from love to hatred/jealousy, from desire/need to fear and including curiosity, 

patriotism and religious/political fanaticism. In Souriau’s conception, the thematic 

Force relates more closely to our contemporary conception of character motivation. 

The Sun is the goal that the Lion seeks. The Earth is the person who will benefit by 

the Lion achieving her goal. Mars is the Lion’s opponent. The Scale is the person 

                                                
9 Étienne Souriau, Les Deux Cent Mille Situations Dramatiques (Paris: Flammarion 
Editeur, 1950), p. 83. 
10 Souriau, p. 86. 
11 Souriau, p. 88. 
12 Souriau, p. 94. 
13 Souriau, p. 101. 
14 Souriau, p. 104. 
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who decides whether the Lion or Mars most deserves to win the goal represented by 

the Sun. The Moon is a helper, who can help any of the other character roles perform 

their actions.  

Like Propp, Souriau says that a single character may embody several of these 

character roles and that one of these roles may be performed by more than one 

character in the same  narrative. The events of the narrative are a combination of the 

character actions that Souriau designates to each of these character roles. Souriau 

describes each possible type of dramatic narrative as a combination of the character 

roles. For example, Souriau describes the normal overall situation of a romantic 

drama with the following combination of symbols: ‘           ------       ʘ ’. He states 

that this combination of character roles outlines a plot in which the male protagonist 

desires the female object of desire for himself; the Lion wants to be the Earth and so 

receive the Sun. The outcome of his desire will depend on the female object of 

desire’s decision as to whether she wants to give herself to him or not, so she will be 

responsible for deciding whether he deserves to achieve his goal; the Sun will act as 

the Scales.15 

Greimas draws on both the work of Propp and Souriau and presents us with 

his own simplified system of character roles and character actions. Greimas defines 

character roles as actants, as they are forces that do something within a narrative text. 

He derives his narrative actants from three oppositional pairs of linguistic actants. 

Thus the first pair of actants he defines are that of ‘subject’ versus ‘object’.16 The 

second pair of actants, ‘sender’ versus ‘receiver’, are linked by desire; the subject’s, 

                                                
15 Souriau, p. 203. 
16 Greimas, p. 202. 
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or the protagonist's, desire for the object.17  The sender is the character or force that 

propels the subject in their desire for the object. The receiver is the character to 

whom the object will be given, in many cases the subject themselves. Thus the roles 

of sender and receiver enable the communication of the object. The final actantial 

pair is that of ‘helper’ versus ‘opponent’. The helper is any character that helps to 

facilitate the either the desire for or the communication of the object. The opponent 

creates ‘obstacles by opposing either the realization of the desire or the 

communication of the object’.18 All the actants revolve around the central actant of 

the object, ‘it is entirely centred on the object of desire aimed at by the subject and 

situated, as object of communication, between the sender and the receiver - the desire 

of the subject being, in its part, modulated in projections from the helper and 

opponent’.19 Greimas then applies this structure to various narratives in order to 

clarify how this system of actants work in practice. For example, the narrative of 

Marxism has man as the subject, a classless society as the object, history as the 

sender, mankind as the receiver, the bourgeois class as the opponent and the working 

class as the helper.20 In the narrative of economic investment, in contrast, the subject 

is the investor, the object is the health and protection of the investment, the opponent 

is any scientific or technological progress that threatens the investment, the helper is 

a detailed preparatory study of economic conditions, the sender is the economic 

system and the receiver is the economic enterprise itself.21 

In these three models of narrative structure we see three common factors. 

                                                
17 Greimas, p. 203. 
18 Greimas, p. 205. 
19 Greimas, p. 207. 
20 Greimas, p. 208. 
21 Greimas, p. 210. 
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Firstly the existence of individual characters, secondly the idea that these individual 

characters take on character roles and thirdly the idea that these character roles 

involve the performing of character actions which are specific to them. The taking on 

of character roles means that the character in question becomes limited in her actions 

to the character actions ascribed to those roles. Like a chess piece, the character is 

only permitted to act in the particular ways that are defined for that particular 

character role. From the structuralist viewpoint, however, the character has more 

freedom to change how it moves than the chess piece, as it can take on various 

different character roles through the play. A knight can change into a bishop. 

Therefore dramatic structure can be seen as consisting of a combination of different 

characters, performing various character functions as they take on different character 

roles. These elements combine to produce a vast number of possible narratives. 

 

Characterisation and the changing nature of the social subject 

While the structuralist approach usefully identifies the role that 

characterisation plays in the structure of the dramatic narrative, it is an approach that 

is rarely directly applied in the practice of playwriting. There have been, throughout 

the history of theatre, ideal principles of characterisation that shape both the way that 

the quality of a playwright’s characterisation is judged and the way that playwrights 

think about characterisation. Serious drama inherits a complex history of dramatic 

characterisation from the practices that preceded it. It understands this inheritance in 

ways that support its own ideals of characterisation, in which characters are both 

individualised ‘people’ and at the same time embodiments of the different sides to a 

social or political issue. If serious drama’s rules of characterisation are reread in 
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terms of the social structures that are related to the historical period that they were 

originally articulated in, then it is possible to interpret them ways that problematize 

the way that serious drama interprets them in contemporary playwriting manuals.  

The first of these earlier ideals of characterisation appear in the Poetics. 

Aristotle states that characters should be good, that their behaviour must be 

appropriate to the kind of character they are, that they must possess the quality of 

likeness, that their behaviour must be consistent. In addition to Aristotle’s strictures, 

more recent playwriting theorists have argued that characters should be motivated in 

their actions, be empathetic, possess contradictions in their characters and be 

individualised. Aristotle states that in characterisation, the poet ‘ought always to look 

for what is necessary or probable’.22 This statement reveals the social basis on which 

we define good characterisation. What is considered necessary or probable is defined 

by the prevailing hegemony, and so will change over time as the social and economic 

basis of society alters. Our concept of what is necessary or probable today shows 

marked differences from what people have considered necessary or probable in the 

past.  

As Émile Zola states: ‘Without believing that art progresses, we can still say 

that it is continuously in motion, among all civilisations, and that this motion reflects 

different phases of the human mind’.23 As the social order shifts and our perceptions 

of ourselves as social subjects change, so too do the qualities of character that are 

considered good characterisation. As Elinor Fuchs argues: 

each epoch of character representation – that is, each substantial change 
in the way character is represented on the stage and major shift in the 

                                                
22 Aristotle, p. 25. 
23 Émile Zola, ‘Naturalism in the Theatre’, in The Theory of the Modern Stage, ed. 
by Eric Bentley, trans. by Albert Bermel (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1968), p. 354. 
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relationship of character to other elements of dramatic construction or 
theatrical presentation – constitutes at the same time the manifestation of 
a change in the larger culture concerning the perception of the self and the 
relations of self and world.24 
 

The concept of a changing self indicates the possibility of two different kinds of 

change: concrete change and changes in perception. Firstly, it could denote a 

concrete change in human behaviour or a concrete change in the position of the 

individual and their role within society under altered social and historical 

circumstances. From this view, these are actual changes in the object of examination, 

the self, which alters over time as the nature of society shifts. Secondly, this 

alteration could be located not in the object of examination, but in the gaze of the 

subject. Fuchs argues that Nietzsche implies in his account of cultural change that 

this change occurs not merely in the object of examination, ‘what is known’, but 

more significantly in the subject’s perception of the object, ‘shifts in the knower, in 

the very ground of knowing’.25 In this case, it is the lens though which the subject 

views the object of examination that is altered, so appearing to alter the object in 

turn. In this view the human subject does not alter over time, rather the way that the 

social order views the social subject alters. Thus we are presented with a view of 

change as located in either the object itself or in the lens through which the subject 

views it. 

This becomes clear, I will argue, through tracing the way that Aristotle’s 

strictures and other related concepts of good characterisation are reinterpreted over 

time. The social basis of these re-interpretations and new conceptions, I will dispute, 

is revealed through the fact that the majority of the arguments for them are made on 
                                                
24 Elinor Fuchs, The Death of Character: Perspectives on Theater After Modernism 
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1996), p. 8. 
25 Fuchs, p. 29. 
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the assumption of verisimilitude. Characters, it is frequently argued, should be like 

this or behave like that, because people outside the theatre doors are like this or 

behave like that. These changes in characterisation may represent actual change in 

the human subject, or more probably reflect changes in how the social subject and 

their role within the society are seen under the prevailing cultural hegemony. 

 

Goodness and empathy 

Aristotle’s first rule of character is ‘goodness’ and a kind of goodness, which 

in his eyes, is intrinsically linked to gender and social class. Aristotle’s concept of 

goodness is linked to the facility to make good choices, ‘the character is good if the 

choice is good’, leading to good actions. 26 It is not easy to perform a good action, as 

it involves knowing how to do a particular action ‘to the right person, to the right 

extent, at the right time, with the right motive, and in the right way’. This means that 

goodness is not a facility that is possessed by everyone, ‘goodness is both rare, 

laudable and noble’.27 Men of the higher social classes are most likely possess it, as 

Aristotle sees them as naturally superior to women, children and the lower classes: 

all things rule and are ruled according to nature. But this kind of rule 
differs - the freeman rules over the slave after another manner from 
that in which the male rules over the female, or the man over the 
child; although the parts of the soul are present in all of them, they are 
present in different degrees. For the slave has no deliberative faculty 
at all; the woman has, but it is without authority, and the child has, but 
it is immature.28  
 

Aristotle does state that it is conceivable that any class of person might possess the 

                                                
26 Aristotle, p. 24. 
27 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by D.W. Ross (Minneapolis: Filiquarian, 
2007), p. 48. 
28 Aristotle, The Politics, ed. by Stephen Everson (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1988), p. 19. 
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facility of goodness, ‘there is such a thing as a good woman and a good slave’, but he 

qualifies this statement, however, with the suggestion that this is neither necessary or 

probable: ‘even though one of these is perhaps deficient and the other generally 

speaking inferior’.29  

It is in Renaissance commentaries on the Poetics, such as Bartolomeo 

Lombardi and Vincenzo Maggi’s Aristotelis librum de poetica communes 

explanationes (1550), that Aristotle’s statement that a character should be good, 

becomes explicitly linked to the concept of moral health. During the Renaissance 

theatre was seen as a practice that occupied both extremes of the moral spectrum. At 

one end it ‘enlists its adherents in the ranks of the damned’,30 whilst at the other it is 

seen as a way of educating the audience to be ‘sober citizens and godly 

parishioners’.31 Goodness is now intrinsically linked, not to class or gender, but to 

the health of the Christian soul. Lombardi and Maggi view theatre from the positive 

extreme of the moral spectrum as a school of morality. Tragic poets are recast as 

teachers of moral conduct and their characters become repositioned as  instructional 

models: ‘when they present their behaviour they must make exemplars of it’32 and 

‘teach proper conduct’.33 Goodness as a quality of characterisation is given what 

Weinberg terms a ‘pedagogic utility’.34 López Pinciano develops this idea further in 

his  Philosophía antigua poética (1596). Not only must the characters of tragedy 

‘instruct by their honest and serious speech and by their honest and upright actions’, 
                                                
29 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 24. 
30 Jonas A. Barish, The Antitheatrical Prejudice (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1981), p. 81. 
31 Barish, p. 83. 
32 Bernard Weinberg, A History of Literary Criticism in the Italian Renaissance, 2 
vols. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1974), I, p. 414. 
33 Weinberg, I, p. 412. 
34 Weinberg, I, p. 408. 
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but their actions should be subject to, what is now termed, poetic justice. Good 

characters should be rewarded for their virtuous behaviour, while bad characters 

should be punished: ‘the honest, virtuous, and laudable character [...] must be given a 

suitable reward and the evil one punished’.35  

By the mid-seventeenth century, playwrights are voicing the idea that 

characters should possess a mixture of both good and bad qualities. In his Discours 

(1660), Corneille states that characters should be admirable, rather than good. 

Characters who are admirable have both virtues and vices, and Corneille credits his 

audience with the capability to tell the difference between the two. David Clarke 

defines Corneille’s concept of admiration as ‘closer to awed comprehension than 

simple moral approval’.36 The spectator admires the character for their desirable 

virtues but remains critical of their actions: ‘such an audience response is a double 

evaluation of heroic character in which the spectator appreciates both individual 

force of personality and also subjects the conduct displaying such heroic grandeur to 

a social and moral critique’.37 The stage remains positioned as school of morality, 

but now the moral instruction comes through the stark contrast between the 

spectator’s admiration of the character and their disgust at the actions that the 

character then proceeds to perform: ‘L’amour qu’elle nous donne pour cette vertu 

que nous admirons, nous imprime de la haine pour le vice contraire’.38  

By the late eighteenth century, the argument for characters with both good 

                                                
35 López Pinciano, Philosophía Antigua Poética, 3 vols. (Madrid: Inst. “Miguel de 
Cervantes,” 1953), II, p. 360. 
36 David Clarke, Pierre Corneille: Poetics and Political Drama Under Louis XIII 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992), p. 100. 
37 Clarke, pp. 100–101. 
38 Pierre Corneille, Oeuvres Complètes, ed. by Georges Couton, 3 vols. (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1980), II, p. 643. 
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and bad moral qualities becomes explicitly related to verisimilitude. Schiller believes 

that if a playwright wishes ‘to portray men as they are’ then he must endow each 

character with both good and bad qualities.39 Even the most evil of men in Schiller 

states in preface to The Robbers (1781) ‘bears in some degree the impress of the 

Almighty’s image’40 and therefore the playwright must ‘include their good qualities, 

of which even the most vicious are never totally destitute’.41 In a letter from 1838, 

Büchner states that characters need not be good at all, as the theatre needs to be 

neither ‘more nor less moral than history itself’. The task of the poet is ‘to come as 

close as possible to history as it actually happened’, and as historical figures are not 

necessarily morally upstanding people, the dramatic characters that represent them 

cannot necessarily be good: ‘I can’t make Danton and the bandits of the Revolution 

into virtuous heroes! To show their dissoluteness I had to let them be dissolute, to 

show their godlessness I had to let them speak like atheists’.42 While traces of moral 

anxiety remain in these arguments, good characterisation is repositioned as needing 

to encompass both positive and negative qualities in the same character. 

 Aristotle’s quality of goodness shifts from an assumed association with social 

class, to one with Christian morality, and finally appears to become redundant in the 

face of the modern conception of the individual subject as a natural mixture of both 

good and bad characteristics. I would argue that the idea that a character should be 

good has now been superseded by the idea that a character should be empathetic. 

When Corneille suggests that a character should be admirable, he notes that the 
                                                
39 Friedrich Schiller, The Robbers, Fiesco, Love and Intrigue (London: John C. 
Nimmo Ltd, 1903), p. x. 
40 Schiller, p. ix. 
41 Schiller, p. x. 
42 Georg Büchner, Complete Works and Letters, ed. by Walter Hinderer and Henry J. 
Schmidt, trans. by Henry J Schmidt (New York: Continuum, 1986), p. 276. 
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audience will love the character for their admirable virtues. This corresponds to the 

contemporary idea that a character should be likeable. Alan Ayckbourn’s fifth 

obvious rule of playwriting states that the audience ‘need to care about your 

characters. (So should you too.)’ 43   Steve Waters defines good characters as 

‘irresistible’.44  

Again, Aristotle can be read as the source of the idea of empathy, as his third 

rule of character, ‘likeness’, is frequently taken to imply this. Likeness is commonly 

interpreted to mean ‘like us’ with reference to Aristotle's statement on the production 

of pity and fear that ‘pity has to do with the undeserving sufferer, fear with the 

person like us’.45 Aristotle makes this statement in relation to the way in which a 

tragic poet can effectively produce catharsis, a combination of pity and fear, in his 

audience. In order to inspire pity in the audience, the tragic hero must suffer but his 

suffering must be undeserved, therefore he cannot be a ‘depraved person’46 or a 

‘wicked person’ as the audience would not feel pity for such a character. 47 Neither 

Aristotle states, can he be a wholly 'decent man' as then the character’s change from 

good to bad fortune ‘does not evoke fear or pity, but disgust’.48 To see a wholly 

decent man suffer for no reason would seem unjust and thus the audience would find 

the narrative repugnant. In order to inspire fear, the audience must recognise the 

tragic hero as being one of them, ‘someone who is like ourselves’, not in social 

                                                
43 Alan Ayckbourn, The Crafty Art of Playmaking (London: Faber and Faber, 2002), 
p. 14. 
44 Steve Waters, The Secret Life of Plays (London: Nick Hern Books, 2010), p. 100. 
45 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 21. 
46 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 20. 
47 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 21. 
48 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 20. 
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terms, but rather in that they are imperfect.49 Therefore the tragic hero must be a 

good man, but he must also be flawed in some way. Ayckbourn echoes the qualities 

of Aristotle’s tragic hero, when he defines the characteristics that make the audience 

care about a character: ‘They can have flaws certainly – they’d be better – but they’ll 

need a certain innocence, a trust, an openness that makes us really want things to go 

right for them in the end’.50  

Empathy as an explicit concern enters dramatic theory at the beginning of the 

eighteenth century, Alain-René Lesage criticises his own play Turcaret for not 

containing sympathetic enough characters: ‘Elle seroit parfaite, si l’auteur avoit su 

engager à aimer les personnages’. 51  William Hazlitt, at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, attributes Shakespeare’s brilliance as a dramatist to his ability to 

empathise with all aspects of humanity: ‘his talent consisted in sympathy with human 

nature, in all its shapes, degrees, depressions, and elevations’. Unlike the moralists 

who sought the bad in everything, Shakespeare searched for goodness, even within 

evil. Through his plays Shakespeare teaches us to do the same, to empathise and so 

find a point of ‘fellow-feeling’ with all humanity.52  

The production of empathy is connected, by theorists such as Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel and Sigmund Freud, to the spectator’s ability to act. Hegel argues 

that empathy is produced by dramatic characters who are active and decisive, and in 

turn produces these qualities in the spectator. The energies that drive a human 

                                                
49 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 21. 
50 Ayckbourn, pp. 14–15. 
51 Alain-René Lesage, Œuvres, 12 vols. (Paris: Étienne Ledoux, 1828), XI, p. 510. 
52 William Hazlitt, The Selected Writings of William Hazlitt, ed. by Duncan Wu, 9 
vols. (London: Pickering & Chatto, 1998), I, p. 255. 
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individual to decision and action are realised in a character as ‘affecting pathos’.53 

Pathos, in Hegel’s definition, refers to the ‘universal powers’ that are both ‘alive in 

the human breast and move the human heart in its innermost being’. They are the 

human passions. To Hegel’s mind, the passions are entirely positive in their nature, 

having ‘an essential content of rationality and freedom of will’. Pathos produces 

empathy in the audience as pathos ‘touches a chord that resounds in every human 

breast’.54 Thus the production of empathy is achieved through decisive passionate 

action; a character who is driven by pathos ‘to do and to will some actual thing’.55 

Pathos in the character has the potential to produce pathos in the spectator, and so to 

inspire them to decision and action.  

For Freud, in contrast, empathy diminishes the spectator’s ability to act. 

Empathy, he argues, is not produced through the qualities that a character possesses, 

but rather through a lack in the spectator. Freud states that the kind of person who 

enjoys watching theatre is the kind of person who lacks the will to do anything of 

importance in the world outside the theatre: ‘a person who experiences too little’. 

The spectator has suppressed or displaced their own ambitions, but at the same time 

still longs ‘to feel and to act and to arrange things’ according to their desires, in other 

words they long to be the hero of their own drama. In the theatre, the spectator is 

allowed ‘to identify himself with a hero’. If the spectator acted on their own desires in 

the real world, they would run the risk of causing themselves suffering. Their fear of 

suffering would cancel out any real enjoyment. In the theatre, however, the spectator 

                                                
53 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, 4 vols. (London: 
Bell, 1920), I, p. 313. 
54 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Aesthetics, trans. by T. M. Knox, 2 vols. (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1998), I, p. 232. 
55 Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, I, p. 323. 
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can live out their desire to be a ‘great man’ in safety because firstly someone other 

than themselves is doing the actual acting, and secondly because the whole thing is 

just a game and so has no lasting consequences. Empathy allows the spectator to live 

vicariously and ‘blow off steam’.56 In Freud’s thinking, the production of empathy 

dissipates the spectator’s ability to act. 

In contemporary guides to playwriting the idea of empathy is positioned as 

both political and apolitical.  Empathy is frequently presented purely as a way of 

simply engaging an audience in a narrative. Neipris says that ‘[t]he audience must 

care about the characters’ because then the audience will have a ‘vested interest’ in 

what subsequently happens to the characters.57 This hooks the audience into the 

narrative. Edgar is one of the few writers who relates empathy directly to the 

political. Edgar sees empathy as a tool that helps us understand the Other. Following 

Mary Midgley,58 Edgar states that the capacity to do evil is related to a lack of 

empathy with others: ‘people do evil to people when they fail to see the world 

through their victims’ eyes’.59 Through understanding the Other, we learn to live 

peacefully with them. The audience’s ability to empathise with the characters 

onstage is a tool for enabling this to happen: ‘By enabling us to imagine what it is 

like to see the world through other eyes [...] drama develops capacities without which 

we cannot live together in societies at all’.60 Thus, drama’s ability to generate 

empathy for Others in the spectator, means that it can be employed to promote  social 
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cohesion. 

 Conceptions of goodness alter with changes in the social order. In more 

recent thinking, goodness shifts from being a matter of class or Christian morality, 

and is rethought in terms of the positive elements that engage an audience 

empathetically with a character. As such, when viewed through theatre’s empathetic 

lens, goodness shifts from being a quality that needs to be demonstrated to a quality 

that all human beings possess. 

 

Appropriateness and individualisation 

‘[A]ppropriateness’ is Aristotle’s second aspect of character.61 A character’s 

qualities must be appropriate to their character type. As with the conception of 

goodness, appropriateness is very much determined by social and historical 

conditions. For example, as mentioned earlier, Aristotle believes that it would be 

inappropriate for a woman to display courage in the same way as a man: ‘the 

temperance of a man and of a woman, or the courage and justice of a man and of a 

woman, are not, as Socrates maintained, the same; the courage of a man is shown in 

commanding, of a woman in obeying’.62 As society’s conception of gender has 

altered over time, Aristotle’s example of appropriateness seems highly inappropriate, 

when now viewed through the lens of British society’s current conception of male 

and female roles.  

Horace (68-5 B.C.) offers a more extensive discussion of appropriateness or, 

as he terms, it ‘decorum’ in The Art of Poetry. Horace states that the poet draws his 

knowledge of what behaviour is appropriate for a particular type of character from 
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life: ‘a skilled imitator should look to human life and character for his models’.63 A 

character’s behaviour has a social basis as it is determined by the character’s social 

station, their gender and their culture:  

It will make a great difference whether a god or a hero is speaking, a 
man of ripe years or a hot-headed youngster in the pride of youth, a 
woman of standing or an officious nurse, a roving merchant or a 
prosperous farmer, a Colchian or an Assyrian, a man from Thebes or 
one from Argos.64  
 

A character’s behaviour must also be appropriate to their age, ‘the qualities that are 

appropriate to a particular time of life’.65 A child ‘will change every hour’, ‘loves 

playing’ and ‘will fly into a temper and with as little reason recover from it’. Young 

men have ‘high aspirations and passionate desires’ but are ‘easily persuaded to vice’ 

and ‘lavish with money’. 66  An old man will be ‘acquisitive’, ‘cantankerous’, 

‘cautious’, ‘fearful of the future’ and ‘given to praising the days when he was a 

boy’.67 Horace generalises, in that he sees people of the same type as exhibiting the 

same patterns of behaviour; all nurses are ‘officious’, all youngsters are 

‘hotheaded’.68 A person’s character is determined by their social role within society, 

and so characters will reflect recognisable social types with recognisable patterns of 

behaviour. The poet who is a good citizen and understands the nature of society 

correctly, will create good and appropriate characters and reproduce the structure of 

the social order accurately: 

The man who has learnt his his duty towards his country and his 
friends, the kind of love he should feel for a parent, a brother, and a 
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guest, the obligations of a senator and of a judge, and the qualities 
required in a general sent out to lead his armies in the field – such a 
man will certainly know the qualities that are appropriate to any of his 
characters.69 
 
Horace’s concept of decorum does not persist unopposed in Classical theatre. 

Evanthius, in the fourth century AD, challenges the idea that playwrights should 

strictly adhere to traditional character types. He praises Terence for having the 

courage to turn some of these character types on their head, in particular his creation 

of ‘prostitutes who were not evil’.70 Evanthius notes that playing with the audience’s 

expectations of a character type produces a ‘certain pleasure’. He allows playwrights 

to experiment with character types as long they meet two conditions: firstly, there 

must be a ‘reason given’ for the character’s possession of an unexpected quality; 

secondly, the alteration must be in accordance with ‘verisimilitude’ in that the 

playwright must reflect the ways in which people who take on these roles in the 

world outside the theatre differ from their established theatrical character type. 

Character types can, therefore, be altered to reflect alterations in the perception of 

various social types outside the theatre doors. 

By the Renaissance, there is a significant shift in the relationship between 

appropriateness and the social structure of society. In their commentary on the 

Poetics, Lombardi and Maggi read Aristotle’s concept of appropriateness through the 

lens of Horace. Like Horace, they define the behaviour of characters as needing to be 

appropriate to their social roles. Servants can think about nothing but food, their 

masters are obsessed by thoughts of honour and glory, men do not weep and women 
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do not exhibit virility. Unlike both Aristotle and Horace, however, they do not argue 

that a character’s behaviour is appropriate because it relates to the way that people 

behave outside of the theatre. Instead, the appropriate behaviour for a character 

corresponds only to the traditional pattern of behaviour expected of that particular 

character type within the theatre. If a poet ‘introduces a king as saying or doing a 

given thing, what he says or does must belong to those things which are usually or 

necessarily attributed to kings’.71 Things are probable not because they are probable 

in the world outside the theatre but rather because they conform to the rules of 

theatrical decorum. Theatre has developed its own social logic. Decorum makes a 

character’s behaviour probable, as Rapin states in his commentary on Aristotle in 

1674, ‘Because it is only by the decorum that this probability gains its effect; all 

becomes probable, where the decorum is strictly preserv’d in all circumstances’.72  

Rymer, writing on Beaumont and Fletcher’s A King and No King in 1678, 

links the issue of theatrical decorum to morality. Like Aristotle, Rymer links a 

character’s position in the social order to their capacity for goodness. Therefore a 

character’s behaviour must be appropriate in terms of the character’s moral status. 

For example, a man would not be rewarded with the role of a King, if he were not a 

morally upstanding man: ‘We are to presume the greatest vertues, where we find the 

highest of rewards; and though it is not necessary that all Heroes should be Kings, 

yet undoubtedly all crown’d heads by Poetical right are Heroes’.73 Like Lombardi 

and Maggi, Rymer is invoking a theatrical social order as opposed to the social order 
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beyond the theatre doors. Maintaining this moral structure of theatrical decorum is 

positioned as more important than verisimilitude. Kings may behave in unkingly 

ways outside the theatre, but this behaviour is inappropriate on the stage: 

And far from decorum is it, that we find the King drolling and 
quibbling [...] There are in nature many things which Historians are 
asham’d to mention, as below the dignity of an History [...] Might not 
a Poet as well describe to us how the King eats and drinks, or goes to 
Stool; for these actions are also natural74 
 

Explicit opposition to appropriate character roles is strongly voiced by the 

proponents of naturalism in the nineteenth century. In his preface to Miss Julie, 

Strindberg sees the idea that characters should to exhibit behaviour appropriate to 

their social role as a kind of suppression. It suggests that each individual is moulded 

to fit their ‘fixed role in life’ and so makes men easier to ‘catch, classify and keep 

tabs on’.75 Such ‘summary judgements’, Strindberg feels, ‘ought to be challenged by 

naturalists, who know how richly complex a human soul is’.76 Earlier in the century, 

the Romantic’s re-evaluation of Shakespeare’s work, had brought into view the idea 

that dramatic characters should be individuals in their own right. In Lectures on the 

English Poets (1818), Hazlitt admires Shakespeare’s characterisation because ‘[h]is 

characters are real beings of flesh and blood’. Good characterisation becomes 

primarily defined, not on appropriateness, but on the degree to which the characters 

appear to be ‘real people’, that is unconstructed and individualised: ‘Each of his 

characters is as much itself, and as absolutely independent of the rest, as well as of 

the author, as if they were living persons, not fictions of the mind’. Good 

characterisation produces characters that have a ‘life of their own’. They ‘speak like 
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men, not like authors’. 77  Émile Deschamps also praises Shakespeare for the 

individualisation of his characters, ‘la peinture individualisée des caractères’78 but 

unlike Hazlitt, he recognises that this assessment of Shakespeare’s characters has 

more to do with a shift in perspective in Deschamps’ own time, rather than 

something intrinsic in Shakespseare’s text. Realistic characterisation, he notes, is 

‘tout modern’.79 George Henry Lewes sums up this change in attitude in 1875. 

Before a playwright or an actor would have thought in terms of appropriateness. For 

example, they would show how ‘a warm-hearted man would behave on suddenly 

receiving the news of a dear friend’s death’. Now the playwright or actor must think 

in terms of a unique individual rather than a character type: ‘we ask what warm-

hearted man? A hundred different men would behave in a hundred different ways on 

such an occasion, would say different things, would express their emotions with 

different looks and gestures’.80 By the mid-twentieth century, descriptions of good 

characterisation see characters as more vital than the playwrights who created them. 

As George Steiner states, they have become ‘endowed with the miracle of 

independent life ... When Brecht’s name has passed into the burial of literary history, 

Mutter Courage shall continue to pull her wagon through the winter night’.81 

In contemporary playwriting manuals, there is a strong tendency to consider 

characters as real people. Neipris uses the term ‘person’ interchangeably with the 
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term ‘character’;82 characters are ‘the people who inhabit the world I am creating’.83 

She talks about characters being ‘born’.  She attributes a high level of independent 

volition to her characters, as if they act independently of her and drive the action of 

the play themselves. She does not make their decisions for them, they make 

decisions for themselves: ‘He was asking her to dinner. I hadn’t anticipated he would 

do that. He had taken on his own life. His words were rushing out at such a speed I 

could hardly keep up with them on the typewriter’.84 The character is thought of as 

controlling the playwright, rather than the playwright being in control of the 

character. Ayckbourn articulates a similar experience: ‘I have started plays in my 

time fairly sure of where a character was going, and have been quite amazed at what 

they’ve blurted out’. On another level, however, both writers articulate a clear 

awareness that their characters are fictional constructs. Whatever his characters 

might decide to reveal about themselves, Ayckbourn is fully aware that he knew all 

his character’s secrets, before the character decided to voice them: ‘I knew it was 

there but I never expected them to say it out loud’.85 Neipris acknowledges that there 

is a difference between a human being and the representation of a human being 

through character. Human behaviour has a tendency to be chaotic, mysterious and 

complex, whereas the behaviour of a dramatic character tends to be more logical, in 

that the action of the play usually reveals a set of clear explanations that justify the 

character’s actions. The lives of characters have a sense of order, that human lives do 

not: ‘the writer has the responsibility of making order of a life and all its 
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uniqueness’.86  

Despite this, the concept of appropriateness lives on in the idea of stereotypes. 

The creation of stereotypical characters is generally classed as bad characterisation. 

Greig states that the best characters are individualised characters ‘who are absolutely 

unique, who are not stereotypes’87. Stereotypes are, however, seen as a useful basis 

from which to start the process of characterisation. Greig recommends that a 

playwright should start with a ‘type’, as this provides ‘the dominant expression’ of 

who the character is. It provides the audience with a recognisable starting point, 

which can then be subverted or built on by adding ‘shades and variations’.88 They are 

something that a playwright works with, but ultimately works to subvert. Edgar 

frames this process within a political context.  In How Plays Work, Edgar discusses 

the idea of ‘character roles’. These are not character roles in the structuralist sense, 

but rather a set of stereotypical character types with recognisable patterns of 

appropriate behaviour: ‘the hero behaves entirely heroically, the prince royally, the 

servant obsequiously (or loyally), the villain villainously, and the victim only 

emerges from a deep swoon to thank her rescuer at the end’. Edgar sees such 

stereotypes as the ‘tyranny of the preordained’. Good characterisation involves a 

moment where the character departs from the expected stereotype, or in political 

terms, where they challenge their social role: ‘the most meaningful moment is when 

the character departs from and even challenges his or her role; when the old man is 

brave, the lackey eloquent, the page gives sage advice, and the cleaner behaves like a 

princess’. It is in this political act of challenging their social role that the 
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stereotypical character is transformed into a ‘real’ person. They become ‘three-

dimensional’, ‘an individual’, as opposed to a theatrical or social construct.89  

 The concept of appropriateness springs from the Classical idea that theatre 

should represent appropriate character types with recognisable patterns of behaviour 

in line with the social order of society beyond the theatre doors. In the Renaissance, 

the social order that these appropriate character types represent, becomes a theatrical 

social order with its own logic that no longer posits itself as a direct representation of 

the social order of society, but rather, a moral order that presents a idealised social 

model. Naturalist characterisation in the late nineteenth century moves towards a 

position that re-invokes character as a direct reflection of the social subject, but this 

is one in which to challenge the concept of appropriateness in characterisation is a 

political act that challenges the social order, through challenging the social roles 

within it. 

 

Consistency, motivation and contradiction 

Aristotle’s fourth aspect of character is ‘consistency’.90 Once a character’s 

behavioural patterns are established, they should remain consistent: ‘it should be 

necessary or probable that this kind of person says or does this kind of thing’. 

Aristotle criticises Euripides for lacking consistency in his characterisation of 

Iphigeneia in Iphigeneia in Aulis, as ‘when she pleads for her life to be spared she is 

not at all like her later self’.91 Even if the poet creates a character whose main quality 
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is inconsistency, they ‘should nevertheless be consistently inconsistent’.92 Horace 

agrees with Aristotle that character should ‘remain the same all the way through as it 

was at the beginning’.93 This emphasis on consistency, in Horace, is applied not only 

to character, but to all aspects of playwriting. A poet should not to try to surprise his 

audience with ‘something out of the ordinary’.94  

By the seventeenth century, it is little surprise to find that consistency has 

been given a moral dimension. Corneille states that is important for characters to 

maintain the same habits or manner at the end of the play, that they were shown to 

have at the beginning: ‘à conserver jusqu’à la fin à nos personnages les moeurs que 

nous leur avons données au commencement’.95 The word ‘moeurs’, however, can 

also be translated as ‘morals’. Corneille feels that if a playwright allows an 

essentially good character to suddenly behave badly or vice versa, she risks 

alienating her audience. This applies not only to the characters of a particular play, 

but to other representations of the same characters outside the play, in art and in 

history. Therefore, if a playwright chooses to write a play about Medea, she cannot 

choose to portray her as a virtuous character because history states that she was not 

so: ‘Medea can only be shown as the cruel woman she was in legend’.96   

Around the same time, consistency becomes related to motivation. A 

character’s actions must be consistent with their aim in the play. The idea of 

motivation is first explicitly discussed in the second half of the seventeenth century. 

Dryden uses the word ‘motive’ to mean a character’s ‘clear account of their purpose 
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and design’.97 He sees motive as something embedded in the text by the playwright, 

as well as something added to the text by the actor. It is the playwright’s 

responsibility to find good motivations for each of his characters: ‘the Poet is to be 

sure he convinces the Audience that the motive is strong enough’.98 Rapin locates the 

idea of motivation inside the character’s head, and notes that these actions are 

directed towards achieving a goal in the future. He states that ‘Likewise there ought 

to appear no Actor, that carries not some design in his head, either to cross the 

designs of others, or to support his own’.99 Both Dryden and Rapin suggest that there 

should be a consistent mechanistic causal logic driving a character’s actions.  

Towards the end of the nineteenth century, opinions divide on the need for 

consistency in terms of both character behaviour and motivation. Tolstoy continues 

to advocate motivation in terms of a clear explanation of character actions. He 

criticises Shakespeare’s version of King Lear because he feels that the characters in 

Shakespeare’s play are more weakly motivated than the characters in the original 

legend. In the original legend, Tolstoy tells us, Lear wanted to keep Cordelia in 

Britain with him. He asks her to prove her love to him by marrying a local prince. 

When she refuses Lear is angry with her because his plans are thwarted. Tolstoy sees 

this as a clearer motivation for Lear’s banishment of Cordelia than Shakespeare’s 

idea that he banishes Cordelia because she refuses to flatter him with a lie. For 

Tolstoy a poorly-motivated or unmotivated character lacks any character at all. He 

says of Hamlet that: ‘There is no possibility of finding any explanation whatever of 

Hamlet’s actions or words, and therefore no possibility of attributing any character to 
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him’.100 Shakespeare’s failure to provide Hamlet with a clear motive for his actions 

results in a lack of consistency in Hamlet’s characterisation. In the original legend 

‘Hamlet’s personality is quite comprehensible’ as his behaviour is consistent with 

what he is trying to achieve. In Shakespeare’s version, however, ‘Hamlet is doing not 

what he would really desire, but what is necessary for the author’s plan. One moment 

he is awestruck at his father’s ghost, another moment he begins to chaff it, calling it 

“old mole;” one moment he loves Ophelia, another moment he teases her and so 

forth’.101 For Tolstoy, character consistency is a product of consistent motivation.  

Strindberg articulates a very different concept of motivation. He talks about 

motivation in terms of psychology, as he believes that ‘what most interests people 

today is the psychological process’.102 He argues that it is not always possible to 

attribute a character’s actions to a single clear motivation as a character may have a 

‘multiplicity of motives’.103 Any one character action may be grounded in multiple 

motivations, and some of these motives may even be unknown to the character 

themselves. It is not the playwright’s responsibility to provide consistent motivations 

for her character’s actions. Instead, it is the spectator, who feels the need to read 

clear motivations into the character’s actions, in order to understand them or 

congratulate themselves on their own intelligence: 

An incident in real life (and this is quite a new discovery!) is usually the 
outcome of a whole series of deep-buried motives, but the spectator 
commonly settles for the one that he finds easiest to understand, or that 
he finds most flattering to his powers of judgement.104 
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Strindberg also challenges the idea of consistency in terms of  character behaviour 

and gives it a political colouring. Character consistency is ‘a bourgeois conception of 

the immutability of the human soul’. A consistent character is a ‘man fixed in a 

mould’105 and the idea of consistency, ‘these summary judgements that authors 

pronounce upon people – “He is stupid, he is brutal, he is jealous, he is mean”’ deny 

the idea that the individual is an entity that develops and progresses. The 

representation of consistent character behaviour on stage, like the representation of 

appropriate character types, is a kind of suppression, hence Strindberg prefers to 

draw his characters as ‘split and vacillating’. For Strindberg, characters are a collage 

of contradictory elements: ‘agglomerations of past and present cultures, scraps from 

books and newspapers, fragments of humanity, torn shreds of once-fine clothing that 

has become rags, in just the way that a human soul is patched together’.106 A simple 

and consistent definition of a character becomes impossible to pin down. They are 

‘dual’, ‘wavering’ and ‘uncrystallized’. 107  Character is always inconsistent. A 

character’s actions will always be contradictory because psychologically a 

character’s thoughts are always contradictory. The playwright should therefore allow 

his character’s minds to ‘work irregularly, as people’s do in real life’.108  

Strindberg is not the first to argue that dramatic character has a basis in 

contradiction, as much as in consistency. Character, for Hegel, is a whole that is 

comprised of elements of both contradiction and consistency. Character is consistent 

in that it is a ‘concentrated unity’ and possesses the ‘concreteness of a whole  and a 
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single whole’. 109  A character is not a representation of a single quality, an 

‘allegorical abstract of some one particular trait’.110 Rather an ‘efficient’ character is 

a multi-faceted prism with many aspects: ‘the living focus of a whole congeries of 

qualities and traits’.111 We are able to empathise with characters because of their 

multi-faceted nature: ‘this wealth of content ... creates the interest we feel in a 

character’.112 The character is both universal and particular at the same time. We can 

recognise elements of ourselves in the character, but at the same time the character is 

separate from us,  a ‘rounded and subjective unity’ in itself.113 Character is a 

‘paradox’114 in that it is full of contradictions but Hegel states that the poet must not 

be led into ‘grafting upon his characters qualities so essentially diverse that they are 

incapable of all homogeneous relation’. 115  Character contradictions are unified 

through an expressive causality: ‘character must fuse together its particularity in the 

element of its spiritual substance’. Hegel identifies the factor that produces this unity 

as the ‘infinite or the Divine’. Without its presence the contradictions within 

character ‘lose all relative meaning or significance and fall away from each other’.116 

Hegel observes the development of a contradiction at the heart of the Romantic 

hero, when he suggests in The Philosophy of Fine Art (1835) that dramatic conflict in 

a modern tragedy ‘essentially abides within the character itself’.117 In the mid-
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eighteenth century, the German playwright Otto Ludwig echoes and expands this 

observation. Ludwig suggests that dramatic conflict originates not between man and 

man or between man and society, but rather from an internal conflict within the 

hero’s character: ‘an absolute contradiction in his own nature, so that the conflict is, 

so to speak, latent in the beginning and is awakened and laid open to view by the 

situation’.118 The situation the hero finds himself in ignites the conflict within him 

and that inner conflict is reflected through the hero’s interactions with other 

characters and the world around him: ‘The external reality is only a symbol of this 

necessary internal struggle’.119 A dramatic character’s internal conflict is the engine 

of the external dramatic conflicts of the wider dramatic narrative itself.  

Freud identifies two types of drama that are produced as a result of 

contradictions within the human mind. The first he terms ‘psychological drama’ in 

which the conflict is a conflict in the hero’s mind between contradictory conscious 

impulses, in which one impulse must be annihilated in order to reach a resolution: ‘a 

struggle between different impulses, and one which must have its end in extinction, 

not of the hero, but of one of his impulses’. Like Ludwig, Freud suggests that this 

inner conflict can be projected into the wider world. Therefore an internal conflict 

between love and duty, might be outwardly expressed as a conflict between love and 

the conventions of society. Freud’s second type is ‘psychopathological drama’. This 

remains a conflict of the mind, but here the conflict is not between two conscious 

impulses but rather ‘between a conscious impulse and a repressed one’.120 Freud 

states that the hero of this kind of drama could only be a neurotic. In normal people 
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repressed impulses are held in check, but in the neurotic this repression is in the 

process of failing. Freud identifies Hamlet as the hero of a psychopathic drama, 

however he warns that such a hero will normally produce aversion in an audience, as 

only a neurotic spectator could derive pleasure from observing this kind of conflict. 

Contemporary thinking on playwriting encompasses the notion of consistency 

but challenges it at the same time. Gooch states that ‘consistency is important’, as 

consistent behaviour in a character is ‘a mark of identification’ that helps the 

audience to orientate themselves within the world of the play. Gooch sees 

consistency as the foundation on which character development can take place. The 

audience need to first have the character’s behaviour established in a consistent way, 

before they can understand the changes that are taking place within the character as 

the play progresses. For example, if ‘a particular character turns apoplectic at the 

mention of fish, this has to be firmly established before turning apoplectic at the 

mention of lamb chops can become significant as a development’. In order to 

understand that a character is behaving differently from normal, ‘[t]here has to be a 

kernel of consistency towards which the differences relate’.121 Consistent behaviour 

may constitute the basis of characterisation, but contradiction is what changes a 

dramatic character into a ‘real’ person. Fountain sees inner conflict as the 

contradictory element that transforms a character into a living breathing being: 

‘When your characters have inner conflict ... then they become three-dimensional 

creations’.122 Greig feels that it is this ‘sense of people with contradictions’ that 

makes the difference between two-dimensional characters and characters who are 
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‘unique and complex individuals’.123  Contradiction produces a character who is 

whole in the Hegelian sense: ‘fully rounded’.124 Neipris talks of characters as 

needing to be ‘realistic and unique’, ‘[u]npredictable, but still reasonable’ in order to 

achieve such a ‘full shape’.125  

Consistent motivations remain strongly at the heart of both character and the 

structure of the dramatic narrative. Character motivation is positioned as the force 

that produces the play’s action. Val Taylor suggests that motivation can be defined as 

‘the engine that drives the action to produce movement’ 126  or ‘the operating 

mechanism by which action occurs, and [which] also dictates how it will unfold’.127 

Fountain states that ‘action can only occur when a character has a goal’.128 Greig 

positions motivation as the force within characters that will ‘fully set them in 

motion’. Motivation is framed in terms of what character ‘wants, needs, and 

desires’.129 Fountain articulates this in terms of a character ‘goal’ and every event in 

a play boils down to the idea of a character pursing a goal in the face of an 

obstacle.130 For the characters, Taylor suggests like Strindberg, that these goals can 

be conscious or unconscious. Sometimes they are known to the character, ‘the 

fulfilment of a particular desire’.131 At other times, the goals are subconscious, 

related  to the ‘basic instinctual drives’ for food, shelter, sex, self-preservation and 
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territory.132 It is the audience’s role to search out the characters motivation and create 

acceptable explanations for their behaviour. By doing so, Taylor suggests, the 

audience create a sense of security for themselves. Motivations logically explain why 

people do things, and so by extension why things happen. If the world inside the 

theatre is something that can be explained logically through mechanical causal 

structures, then world outside the theatre, by inference, also works in a logical way. 

If it is possible to understand the reasons why things happens, it is possible to predict 

what is going to happen and so, to some extent, be able to control our lives: ‘We 

want to identify causes, to understand reasons: we want explanations because we 

believe this will give us control of situations through an ability to predict their 

occurrence, control of our lives and their circumstances’.133 

Consistency, as Aristotle originally defines it, relates purely to character 

behaviour. As with goodness and appropriateness, the idea of consistency becomes 

coloured with moral implications in the Renaissance. In the seventeenth century, the 

concept of character motivation comes into dramatic theory, with both its own sense 

of a need for consistency and the idea that consistent motivation produces consistent 

characterisation. Around the end of the eighteenth century, the idea of contradiction 

or inner conflict comes into play, alongside the notion of character consistency. 

‘Realistic’ characterisation becomes seen as a combination of consistent and 

contradictory behaviour, where character contradictions transform two-dimensional 

characters into three-dimensional whole ones. At the same time, the idea of 

consistent motivation becomes positioned as a fundamental driving force in the 

progress of the dramatic narrative. 
                                                
132 Taylor, p. 62. 
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Verisimilitude 

Aristotle’s third aspect of character is ‘likeness’, and this term is frequently 

read as implying verisimilitude. Aristotle does not define this term explicitly and 

instead cryptically states that ‘this it is not the same as making character good and 

appropriate, as has already been stated’.134 Aristotle give us no clear definition of 

likeness and so the term remains obscure. Likeness is frequently read to mean that 

the characters must be lifelike and recognisably similar to the people in the audience. 

The audience needs to recognise the character as being like them, in order for the 

tragedy to have a cathartic effect on them. Elsewhere in the Poetics, Aristotle 

indicates that characters in tragedy should be like us but ‘better than we are’. Poets 

‘should imitate good portrait-painters’ in that ‘they paint people as they are, but 

make them better looking’.  In other words characters should be like their audience, 

but also superior to them. This does not mean that characters are without faults such 

as irascibility or laziness, however the playwright should ‘portray them as having 

these characteristics, but also as decent people’.135 Characterisation becomes a 

mixture of verisimilitude and idealisation.  

There is however one more possible definition of the term likeness. The 

concept of likeness could refer to a process of becoming like, a process of 

transformation, as opposed to a fixed assessment of the similar properties of two 

different things. In De Anima Aristotle discusses the process of sensual perception. 

At the beginning of the process of perception, the object and the subject are unlike, 

but through the perception of the object by the subject, the two become like. He 
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states: 

what has the power of sensation is potentially like what the perceived 
object is actually; that is, while at the beginning of the process of its 
being acted upon the two interacting factors are dissimilar, at the end the 
one acted upon is assimilated to the other and is identical in quality with 
it.136  
 

Thus character is not like the spectator in a fixed sense, but rather there is a potential 

for likeness between the two, and a process of transformation that occurs when the 

spectator views the character. 

Verisimilitude is less a defined character trait, and more a ground on which 

various dramatic theorists have justified their perspective on characterisation. Horace 

justifies his concept of decorum through referring by arguing that decorum is an 

aspect of the natural order of the world. Nature did not choose to place a ‘dolphin 

into his woods’ nor ‘a boar among his waves’.137 Characters’ emotions should be 

expressed in an appropriate ways, which follow the ways that those emotions are 

expressed naturally: 

Sad words suit a mournful face, violent words the face of anger; sportive 
words become the playful face, and serious words the grave. For nature 
has so formed us that we first feel inwardly any change in our fortunes; it 
is she that cheers us or rouses us to anger, she that torments us and bows 
us to the ground with a heavy burden of sorrow, and it is only afterwards 
that she expresses these feelings in us by means of the tongue.138 
 

When Evanthius argues for alterations to such strict character types of Roman 

comedy, he still acknowledges that these character types are ‘true to life in 

characterisation’.139 In challenging the idea that all prostitutes are evil, he states that 

Terence justly alters this character type because ‘verisimilitude is required in 
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fiction’.140 He is not arguing for a contemporary individualised character who breaks 

the mould of the stereotype, rather he is arguing for a new character type. If there are 

good prostitutes in the world outside the theatre, then the character type of the good 

prostitute should be presented on stage, alongside the character type of the evil 

prostitute.  

Lombardi and Maggi, in the Renaissance, also frame their arguments on the 

basis of verisimilitude, but there is now a tension developing between verisimilitude 

and moral instruction. The audience must find the action of the play credible in terms 

of both probability and verisimilitude, but the primary purpose of both is to enable 

effective moral instruction. Tragedy’s aim is ‘to teach proper conduct whether this be 

introduced into men’s souls by false narratives or by true narratives, his desire is 

fulfilled. But since a poet cannot accomplish this purpose unless he obtains the belief 

of his audience, he follows common opinion in this respect’.141 For Lombardi and 

Maggi the character types function primarily as moral exemplars: ‘the characters 

must conform to traditional types, and the needs of instruction must be constantly 

kept in mind’.142 Characters must be real enough to be accepted by the audience, but 

this acceptability is achieved through an adherence to familiar character types: ‘Most 

clearly and most convincingly, acceptability by the audience will result from the 

presentation of type characters according to the requirements of decorum’. 143  

Verisimilitude can be sacrificed for morality’s sake. 

With the advent of Romanticism, there is a shift away from a focus on 

morality towards a focus on ‘tracing out the innermost workings of the soul’ and 
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arguments for certain types of characterisation become more founded on the basis of 

verisimilitude again.144 Hegel’s argument that dramatic characters should consist of a 

unified set of contradictions is justified with observation that ‘humanity is just this 

very paradox’. 145  Naturalism too grounds its arguments on the foundation of 

verisimilitude. When Zola calls for ‘psychological and physiological study’146 of 

dramatic characters in his essay on ‘Naturalism in the Theatre’, he argues that such a 

scientific analysis will produce ‘a character whose muscles and brain function as in 

nature’. 147  In the twentieth century, verisimilitude in characterisation becomes 

connected with psychological truths. Ayckbourn states that ‘if a play’s worth its salt 

it’ll survive through the psychological truth of its characters’.148 Characterisation 

takes on a socio-psychological basis, as its ground of verisimilitude. 

Grounding arguments in verisimilitude, as discussed in the first chapter, 

indicates a mirroring of social structures without a negotiation of them. In the case of 

characterisation, this indicates a mirroring of the dominant conception of the social 

subject, rather than its critique. Jameson argues that ‘the cultural monuments and 

masterworks that have survived tend necessarily to perpetuate only a single voice in 

this class dialogue, that of the hegemonic class’149 and inscribed within them are the 

‘irreconcilable demands and positions of antagonistic classes’.150 If the dominant 

type of characterisation in drama reflects the dominant social class’s perspective of 

the social subject, then reading the texts that define these characterisations reveals 
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the class dynamics of various social orders and the anxieties that surround them. The 

Classical theatre positions the social subject as playing a defined and fixed role 

within society. There is a sense in which the social order is founded on the idea that 

people are their roles and are naturally made for them. As a society there is some 

anxiety evident about the transgression of these social roles. During the Renaissance, 

there is a shift in emphasis towards thinking about the social subject in terms of their 

moral nature. Characters become exemplars of moral attitudes and the theatre rather 

than reflecting the world outside the theatre. Anxiety centres around the fear of moral 

transgression. In the nineteenth century there is a shift towards a socio-psychological 

image of the social subject and anxieties are refocused around the need for clear 

motivations to explain actions. Character can be seen as representative, not of 

universal human nature, but rather of the dominant mode of thinking about the nature 

of the social subject and the anxieties that surround it under the prevailing cultural 

hegemony.  

 

Postmodern/Postdramatic Character 

 Over time, the representation of character undergoes concrete changes. 

Serious drama presents socio-psychological characterisation as the ‘end of 

character’. Critics, such as Fuchs and Lehmann, have argued that socio-

psychological character is in the process being superseded by what is 

interchangeably termed postmodern or postdramatic character. Like a proponent of 

serious drama, Fuchs takes a teleological approach to the history of character but her 

narrative suggests that, rather than reaching an end point in terms of its development, 

we are now in the middle of a ‘modernist’ break that began in late seventies. She 
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positions socio-psychological character as an end point, which can only be followed 

by the death of character from which a postmodern constellation of new 

constructions of character are now in the process of emerging. Lehmann also argues 

that theatre did not enter the modernist period along with other art forms at the turn 

of the twentieth century, and like Fuchs, he presents us with a teleological narrative 

leading to a seismic break in theatre practice. Both critics present us with a model of 

the linear narrative of theatrical change breaking into a new constellation of 

practices. Lehmann argues that while theatrical revolutionaries at the advent of the 

twentieth century question the various constituents of drama, what they do not 

question is the relationship between theatre and drama. With the arrival on the scene 

of first film and then television, drama moves from the theatre into other mediums 

and it becomes clear that theatre and drama are not interchangeable terms. If there 

can be drama without theatre, then there must be theatre without drama. From the 

1970s onwards, Lehmann argues that a new theatrical discourse appears, that of the 

‘postdramatic’. This is theatre without drama. While much British contemporary 

playwriting remains firmly within the realms of the dramatic, a few writers are 

experimenting with elements recognisable as corresponding to elements of 

Lehmann’s postdramatic theatre. The postdramatic is most commonly imagined to be 

located within ‘non-textual’ or devised practices of theatre making. Lehmann argues 

that postdramatic theatre is not necessarily a non-textual theatre, even though one of 

the defining features of dramatic theatre is ‘the primacy of the text’.151 He clearly 

states that ‘text theatre’ is ‘a genuine and authentic variant of postdramatic theatre, 

rather than referring to something that has supposedly been overcome’. In 
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postdramatic theatre, however, the position of the text is altered within the 

production process. The text is no longer the source of authority; it is considered ‘as 

one element, one layer, or as a ‘material’ of the scenic creation, not as its master’.152  

So far we have seen the way that playwrights are challenging elements of the 

dramatic such linearity or the concept of plot/story, however, I would argue, along 

with Fuchs, that character is the site where we see the most disruption of naturalistic 

concepts taking place. Since the seventies, critics such as Abirached have argued the 

main characterising feature of the transitional period that they see theatre as in, is a 

crisis of character. Susan Blattès sees Fuchs and others as arguing that the concept of 

character is invalid in postmodern theatre. Blattès argues against this perceived 

critical position and attempts to demonstrate that ‘“character” as a concept can 

survive even when many other traditional elements of drama have been thrown out 

of the window’.153 She offers us four definitions of how the postmodern/postdramatic 

character differs from the dramatic character. Firstly, there is a ‘lack of information 

available’ about them in terms of their background or personal details, such as name 

or age etc. Secondly, if there is any information given about them, it ‘can be 

questioned and is frequently contradicted’. Thirdly, they lack rational motivations; 

‘[i]t is often quite difficult or even impossible to decide on characters’ motivations’. 

Finally the character’s actions and their dialogue lack ‘coherence’.154 There are 

several problems with the model of postmodern/postdramatic characterisation that 

Blattès describes. Firstly the model is articulated mainly as a lack of character 

content. The postdramatic/postmodern text fails to provide us with character 
                                                
152 Lehmann, p. 17. 
153 Susan Blattès, ‘Is the Concept of “Character” Still Relevant in Contemporary 
Drama?’, Contemporary Drama in English, 14 (2007), 69-81 (p. 70). 
154 Blattès, 69-81 (p. 71). 



 291 

information, or if character information is given it is unreliable. Secondly, the 

models provided are articulated through ideas of how postmodern/postdramatic 

characters are not like socio-psychological characters. They are not individualised. 

They lack motivation. They lack consistency. They are not whole.  

The question this raises, is that if contemporary theatre is in the process of re-

imagining character then what new types of characterisation are emerging, and 

whether these new types of characterisation reflect a shift in the nature of the social 

subject? In this section, I will consider character by examining the new models of 

characterisation that are emerging in the work of contemporary British dramatists. I 

will argue that postmodern/postdramatic character differs from naturalistic socio-

psychological character in terms of a shift in focalization, from objective to the 

subjective characterisation and in terms of a shift in the representation of the social 

bond that defines the relationship between the individual and the collective. Instead 

of Blattès’s four definitions of postmodern/postdramatic character, I propose four 

different modes of characterisation that have postmodern/postdramatic features: 

subjective characterisation; narrative characterisation;  unassigned character; and 

finally collective characterisation. These modes of characterisation are drawn from 

three recent British plays: Anthony Neilson’s Realism, Simon Stephens’s 

Pornography, and Mark Ravenhill’s Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat. The 

characterisation in all three plays challenges features of good characterisation in 

socio-psychological terms. By looking at the mode through which character is 

expressed, as opposed to the ways that character can be seen as lacking in socio-

psychological terms, I will argue that, not only is the representation of character in 
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the contemporary theatre undergoing a significant change, but that the lens through 

which we view and construct character is also altering. 

 

Realism 

 Three of Anthony Neilson’s recent plays have been set not in the external 

world but in the internal landscape of his protagonist’s mind. Relocated (Royal 

Court, 2008) is an ‘entirely subjective piece, taking place in the mind of the central 

character’ who is suffering from ‘guilt, and mis-placed guilt at that’.155 In The 

Wonderful World of Dissocia (Tron/Edinburgh International Festival, 2004) Neilson 

states he tried to represent the ‘internal landscape of someone who was mentally ill’. 

Realism (National Theatre of Scotland/Edinburgh International Festival, 2006) is an 

‘attempt to do the same for someone healthy’.156 Neilson has indicated that his vision 

of the world is one in which ‘there are no permanent truths’.157 It is no surprise then, 

that he has recently shifted his mode of characterisation from an objective viewpoint, 

with its implication that what is being viewed is itself an objective representation of 

reality, towards a subjective mode by moving inside the character’s head. In the 

subjective mode there are no permanent truths, there is only truth as the character 

sees it in that moment. 

 Realism presents a day in the life of Stuart, from the inside of Stuart’s head. 

The particular Saturday that the play concerns, is one in which Stuart has decided to 
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‘do nothing’ and spends the day regretting his decision to split up with his girlfriend 

Angie.158 In terms of real action, ‘[f]uck all’ happens.159 In contrast, however, the 

inside of Stuart’s head turns out to a colourful whirl of action drawn from dreams, 

memories and fantasies. The fact that the play is set inside Stuart’s mind was subtly 

indicated in the original production by Miram Buether’s set, on which the entire 

contents of a flat appeared to have been washed up and semi-submerged on a white 

sandy beach or dropped into the middle of the desert. As a member of the audience, I 

had no real conception of where the action of the play was taking place until the final 

few minutes of the production. The experience of watching the play was baffling and 

disorientating, as critics noted it’s a ‘wild delirious trip’160 during which ‘you are 

never quite sure whether you are in a dream world or waking reality’,161 as the play 

gives exactly the same weight in representational terms to the four different levels of 

reality that are going on inside Stuart’s head: dreams, memories, fantasies and 

reality. The audience is constantly working to determine the focal viewpoint of the 

action. As Trish Reid argues, Realism ‘blurs the boundaries between reality, 

memory, dream and fantasy in such a way as to confuse audience members thus 

bringing them into consciousness of themselves as interpreting subjects’.162  

 The condition of the contemporary white Scottish male is explored within the 
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internal landscape of Stuart’s head. On the one hand, the inside of Stuart’s head is a  

‘distinctive all-singing, all-dancing show’.163 On the other, however, his dreams, 

memories and fantasies reveal it to be a place of deep anxiety, guilt, insecurity and 

loneliness. Stuart’s state of anxiety is revealed through his hypochondria. He 

frequently checks a birthmark on his shoulder that is ‘itching’.164 His childhood alter-

ego Mullet assures him that it could definitely be cancer: ‘Fucking Kylie’s got cancer 

– look how young she is! If someone with all that money and an arse like that can get 

cancer, you think you can’t?’ Mullet also translates Stuart’s ‘funny’ left eye, constant 

‘cramps’ and feeling ‘thirsty a lot of the time’ into a definitive diagnosis of 

diabetes.165 In his dreams, Stuart feels constantly under threat. In one fragment, the 

sky is full of Israeli bombers (the play was written and produced during the 2006 

Israeli invasion of Lebanon).166 In another, a squirrel that Stuart squashed is angrily 

demanding that Stuart pay to put his guts back in.167 

The women inside Stuart’s head make him feel guilty. The memory of his 

mother appears whenever Stuart is doing something he knows is wrong. Her voice 

emanates from the washing machine, berating him for not checking the pockets of 

his trousers before putting them in.168 After he imagines taking revenge on a 

salesman who rings him on a Saturday and then hangs up, his mother arrives in his 

head with the salesman in question, who Stuart’s guilty mind imagines as disabled 

and suffering from seizures: ‘He’s in a wheelchair, attached to an IV drip. Mother 
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helps bring him on stage. One of Simon’s arms is tiny and malformed’.169 She 

prevents Stuart from looking at pornography170 and appears in a masturbatory 

fantasy in which he imagines his two ex-girlfriends having sex, disrupting it by 

infecting it with questions about Christmas presents and concerns about the size of 

her bottom: 

Mother  What do you want for your Christmas? 
 
Laura  Oh God, that’s good – rub my little cunt! 
 
Mother  I’ve got a bum like a baby elephant’s. 
 
Mother slaps her bottom. The rhythm falls into time with Stuart’s 
spanking of Angie. 
 
Angie  Spank my big elephant bum! 
 
Laura  What do you want for your Christmas? 
 
Mother  What do you want for your Christmas? 
 
Angie  What do you want for your Christmas, then? 
 
Furious, Stuart gives up.171 
 

Stuart’s mother takes on a prohibitive role in Stuart’s psyche. This role is also 

extended in his memories and fantasies to the other women in this life. He accuses 

Laura of trying to turn him into a ‘leaf-eating, non-smoking, rice-eating wank’, when 

she tells him off for choosing a microwave prawn curry for his dinner.172 Angie 

scolds him for scraping toast into the sink,173 spoiling the cat, and behaving in racist 

and homophobic ways.174  The problems that Stuart is currently having in his 
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relationship with Angie seem unsurprising in the context of the way the women in 

his head suppress his desires and undermine him. 

While the women in Stuart’s head make him feel guilty, the men in Stuart’s 

head make him feel insecure. His alter-ego Mullet constantly hurls insults at him, 

calling him ‘fucking knob’,175 ‘a fat fucking shite’,176 ‘stupid face’,177 ‘a poof’, ‘a 

weakling’,178 ‘an old wank’, ‘boring and fat and emotionally stunted’,179 ‘one totally 

pathetic loser’ and ‘a fucking tit’.180 He bullies Stuart, making him hop like a rabbit, 

chasing him with shit on a stick and forcing him to eat crayons.181 Stuart’s sense of 

self-worth is further lowered by the dismissive behaviour of his cat Galloway, which 

Stuart interprets as disdain. At Stuart’s imaginary funeral, Galloway gives the last 

speech and undermines all the positive things that the other characters in Stuart’s 

head have said about him with his single sentence response: ‘He was a prick’.182 

Even Stuart’s best friend Paul, who cares enough about Stuart to ring him to check 

that he’s not feeling ‘depressed’, is imagined as a source of insecurity.183 Stuart 

imagines Paul coming round to watch TV with beer and chips, as a pretext to murder 

him. The insecurities that crowd Stuart’s internal landscape are positioned as the 

motivations behind some of Stuart’s more ridiculous actions in both his fantasy 

world and the real one. It is Mullet who bullies Stuart into fantasizing about abusing 

the telesales man. When the toast gets stuck in the toaster, Mullet persuades Stuart to 
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stick a knife in it to get the toast out. As a result Stuart is electrocuted: ‘He plunges 

the knife into the toaster and is immediately thrown on to his back by the resulting 

shock’.184  

Stuart’s anxieties, guilt and insecurities are further heightened by his inability 

to keep his thoughts with the bounds of what society considers acceptable. Stuart’s 

thoughts are full of sexual imagery and swearwords, but they perform their greatest 

transgression, when in response to an outrageous gas bill, they conjure up the Black 

and White Minstrels: 

What a bunch of cunts, what a bunch of cunts … 
What a bunch of cunts, what a bunch of cunts … 
 
Music begins. He sings along, the orchestration becoming more 
elaborate. 
 
Behind him, female dancers appear. 
 
He becomes involved in a song-and-dance routine. The lyrics consist 
only of the words ‘What a bunch of cunts’ and sometimes ‘What a bunch 
of fucking cunts’ for variety’s sake. 
 
Male dancers join in – they are blacked up, like Al Jolson.185 

 
Neilson makes in clear in the stage directions that Stuart does not become fully 

aware of the blacked up dancers until after the end of the song: ‘The song reaches a 

finale, then ends. Only then does Stuart see the blacked up male dancers’. He 

challenges the blacked up dancers for being a ‘bit fucking racist’. They blame him 

for  thinking of them in the first place: ‘It was your idea’. Stuart shifts the blame 

logically to ‘whoever thought up The Black and White Minstrels’. The blacked up 

dancers then shift the blame back onto him, by accusing him of having ‘liked’ the 
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programme when he was a child.186 Stuart suddenly finds himself labelled as a racist 

within his own imaginative world. A similar situation arises later in a memory of a 

conversation with Angie. Angie defines Stuart’s attitudes towards a local Asian 

shopkeeper as racist, ‘every time you tell me what Mr Rajah’s said you put on that 

stupid accent’.187 She also accuses him of being a homophobe because ‘being gay 

revolts you’. In trying to prove that he’s ‘in favour’188 of homosexuality and that ‘I 

go out of my way to not be racist’, Stuart again finds himself proving that he is both 

those things rather than that he isn’t.189 He reveals that he finds the idea of gay male 

sex repulsive, ‘I say that if you’re a heterosexual man – regardless of how 

enlightened you are – you find the thought of, you know –’.190 He then tries to 

explain how he is not a racist but discovers that he can only do so in terms that make 

him sound like a racist:  

Stuart  Well – if an Asian shopkeeper – 
 
Angie  ‘An Asian shopkeeper – ’ 
 
Stuart   Yes – if an Asian shopkeeper gives me change, I always make a 
point of just making slight contact with his hand. 
 
Angie  What’s that supposed to prove? 
 
Stuart  Well. You know – just to make sure he knows I don’t think I’ll 
get the Paki touch or something.  And – if I get on a bus, and there’s an 
Asian person sitting there – 
 
Angie  Don’t tell me – you sit beside them. 
 
Stuart  Yes! Even if there are other seats!191 
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Stuart is in a conundrum in his head, where he doesn’t feel like that he is a racist or a 

homophobe,  but yet he is fully aware that society would read his thoughts and 

behaviour as racist. While Gardner reads the play as suggesting that ‘the thought 

police can't control what goes on inside our heads’,192 I would argue the that the 

thought police are very much inside Stuart’s head. Though he may be able to have as 

transgressive a thought as the Black and White Minstrels, he punishes himself for it. 

His mind is peopled with characters, such as Angie, who are on hand to punish him 

for his socially unacceptable actions, if he doesn’t do it in person. 

 Alongside the anxiety, the guilt and the insecurity, Stuart’s dreams, memories 

and fantasies reveal him to be lonely. In reality, he actively pushes the people who 

care about him away. He dumps Angie and rejects Paul’s offers of company. Holed 

up in his flat, he is like the castle that his mother sees in the tea leaves, surrounded 

by a moat ‘to keep the folk from getting in’.193 The women in his life may be drawn 

two dimensionally as prohibitive figures or the objects of his sexual desire, but they 

are also the figures whose company he most longs for. He says of his ex-girlfriends 

that he felt ‘the loss of every one of them, like a little death’.194 He spends a page of 

dialogue trying to work out what he could say in a phone message to persuade Angie 

to call him.195 As well as remembering his dead mother as prohibitive figure, he 

needs her and remembers her fondly. He calls out for her when he needs to know 

whether to do a ‘pre-wash’196 and asks for her heavenly intercession to  help him win 
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Angie back. 197  He shares a ‘conspiratorial laugh’ with her over his father’s 

behaviour.198 Some cheap aftershave, she once gave him is the first thing he’d save 

in a fire, ‘if there was a fire, I wouldn’t save my CDs first or my iPod or anything; 

the first thing I’d save would be that aftershave’.199 After her death, he imagines her 

as an angel. Stuart has a fantasy about his own death that allows him to gather all the 

people he misses at his funeral. The tender memories that he imagines these people 

recounting express both his loneliness and his desire for their company. They are 

images of separation but togetherness. Laura remembers how once, after they had 

fallen out, it snowed and how ‘it was all untouched; except outside my door and on 

all the cars, and everywhere, someone had written “I love you Laura”. Everywhere 

you could see’.200 Angie remembers how if ‘he had to leave before me in the 

morning, he’d always put one of my teddy bears in bed beside me, with its little arm 

over me’.201 In the final moments of the play, Stuart dreams the phone call that he 

longs to get from Angie. His longing for her company is expressed through his 

request for her to ‘talk to me for a while. Talk to me like we’ll be seeing each other 

tomorrow’.202 

 Stuart’s fears and dreams are clearly revealed through the interactions he has 

with the imagery figures inside his head. By taking the play inside the landscape of 

the mind, Neilson presents a situation from a single character’s subjective viewpoint 

without the need to switch from the dramatic mode, where events are shown through 

present tense action, to the narrative one, where past events are narrated and dramatic 
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action is seen as dangerously lacking. There may be no dramatic action outside of 

Stuart’s mind, but there is plenty inside.  

Neilson states that he is interested in subjective characterisation because it is a 

way of challenging serious drama’s tendency to represent people as being driven by 

consistent motivations that then lead to consistent actions: 

A long held maxim has always been that drama differs from life because, 
in drama, you know what everyone wants. But that constant 
contradiction – the ability to want and both not want the same thing – is a 
fundamental part of the human character. In a regular narrative we 
embody these contradictions as opposing forces to the protagonist. It’s 
the root of drama but it’s also reductive. The greatest oppositional forces 
facing normal people come from within203 
 

Stuart has a goal in Realism, which is to get Angie to call him. He only succeeds in 

this goal by dreaming the phone call as he falls asleep at the end of the day. During 

the day he does nothing to make this happen in the real world. In dramatizing the 

inside of Stuart’s head, Neilson shows us the contradictions in him that prevent him 

from following through on his desire. He longs for Angie, but at the same time, he 

feels that women undermine him. He is racked by insecurities about his physical 

appearance and his moral character. He still harbours feelings for Laura, his first 

love. He has also inherited the idea from his mother that love should be unachievably 

perfect, ‘Don’t you settle for less than love, than true love, do you hear me? Don’t 

you settle for less!’204 From the view inside Stuart’s head, it is easy to understand his 

inability to act on his primary desire. 

 I would argue that Realism articulates three main, and related, points about 

the nature of the social subject through its use of subjective characterisation. The 

first point is that our actions do not resemble the coherent motivated dramatic actions 
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that are represented in serious drama. Stuart’s real actions are random, disconnected 

and difficult to read coherent meaning into. He turns down Paul’s offer of company. 

He feeds the cat. He has a doze. He makes a cup of tea and hums a song about 

making it. He electrocutes himself with the toaster. He throws the toast away. He 

checks his birthmark and then his whole body in the mirror. He puffs up and deflates 

his belly. He does some press ups. He pretends to be a rabbit. He watches the news 

and gets a bowl of cereal. He shouts at Any Questions on the radio. He rehearses 

what he might say to Angie. He masturbates. He hears an ice-cream van. He opens 

the post. He sings a song. He goes to the toilet. He has a shower. He washes his 

clothes. He throws a sock away. He answers a telesales call. The cat rejects the food 

he’s put out for it and refuses to be stroked. He makes and eats a prawn curry. He 

watches TV. He goes to bed. From the outside, these action appear either mundane 

or random. As a set of actions, they fail to outline a coherent motivated dramatic 

narrative. Viewing Stuart’s actions from the inside of his head, however it is evident 

that though his thoughts are random and chaotic, the actions that spring from them 

are clearly related to them. Mullet’s bullying impels Stuart to electrocute himself and  

to jump up and down like a rabbit. Stuart throws the toast in the bin because Angie 

tells him off for scraping it into the sink. The randomness of Stuart’s outer actions, in 

comparison to their sense in the context of what is going on in Stuart’s head can be 

clearly seen at the beginning of act three. In the real action, Stuart takes a prawn 

curry ready meal out of the fridge and puts it in the microwave. He watches it cook, 

says, ‘You can’t put a price on a dream house …’ and then the microwave pings. The 

dialogue seems random and unrelated to the action. From inside Stuart’s head, the 

action makes complete sense. Laura scolds him for eating such bad food, which leads 
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to a conversation about what would happen to the animals they are planning to have 

if Stuart died. Stuart points out that if they’re going to have that many animals then 

they’ll need buy a house on the scale of ‘Blofeld’s fucking secret complex’. At 

which point Laura points out that, ‘You can’t put a price on a dream house!’, which 

Stuart repeats out loud in response to the memory. 205 Realism argues that because 

our actions in real life seem random and unmotivated because they are the logical 

result of random and contradictory thought processes.  

 Secondly, Realism argues that under post-Fordism, the most interesting and 

exciting things that happen to us, happen not in the real world, but inside our heads. 

At the end of Realism, the audience are given a glimpse of Stuart’s life from the 

outside:  

A box is flown in. 
 
When the lights, come up it is revealed as a kitchen. The furniture – the 
washing machine, the cooker, the fridge, etc – is exactly the same as that 
which was dotted around the set, but it is now in its proper place. It looks 
very real. 
 
A door opens and Stuart enters. He then proceeds to make himself, in 
real time and with little fuss, a cup of tea. This done, he sits at the kitchen 
table.206 
 

The blandness of actual life in comparison to Stuart’s internal landscape was clearly 

apparent in the scenography of the original production. The sandy landscape of 

Stuart’s mind was full of colour and its sand flowed freely off and out into the wings 

of the stage. There was a sense of his mind as an expansive and open space. The 

kitchen set was flown in as a small box within a grey safety curtain. The box set was 

small and letterbox shaped. The kitchen was grey in tone. The box was sealed on all 
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sides, giving the impression that the kitchen was shut inside a tank. The space was 

one of separation and confinement. Realism can be clearly read as suggesting that 

there is something wrong with a society where individuals lead such bland external 

existences, when their internal landscapes are so full and bright. 

 Thirdly and lastly, Realism raises questions about the passivity of the 

individual under post-Fordism. Mullet has a go at Stuart for losing his ambition and 

his will to achieve his dreams:  

What’s happened to you, man? You were going to be a choo-choo driver. 
You were going to be an astronaut. What’s happened to that guy? What’s 
happened to the guy who was going to build a rocket and fly to fucking 
Mars? I mean look at yourself. What do you see?207 

 
The dreams that Mullet invokes are childish ones, but they imply a drive and a 

capacity for action that the middle aged Stuart has seems to have lost. He can’t even 

pick up the phone to tell Angie that he made a mistake. He’s too ‘knackered’ to play 

football with his friends or to even go for a pint. 208 That Stuart has the capacity for 

action is clear from his internal landscape. In his imagination, he has the capacity 

and the intelligence to win political debates and resolve society’s problems. In his 

imagination, his ‘stunningly lucid intervention’ in the debate on the Scottish smoking 

ban on Any Questions not only brings some sense to the issue, it actually starts a 

political riot.209 In the external world though, all Stuart does is heckle at the radio 

and knock the cat’s food over. This triumph, with the frame of his internal landscape, 

gives Stuart a sense of fulfilment. It fills him with a enough confidence to start to 

think about what he might say to Angie. In this sense, it provides him with an 

impetus to action. Stuart, however, never translates this impetus into real world 
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action. He never makes the phone call. Realism raises questions about the passivity 

of the individual. If the difference between our experience of ourselves in our 

internal and external landscapes is so great, then it seems little wonder that there is a 

retreat towards the internal world. This tendency, however, to live within our lives in 

the sphere of our dreams, memories and fantasies seriously diminishes our capacity 

to make real change happen in the external world. 

 

Pornography 

Simon Stephens’s Pornography (Deutsches Schauspielhaus Hamburg, 2007; 

Traverse/Birmingham Rep, 2008) tells the stories of the lives of five Londoners and 

three visitors to London over the days leading up to the bombings. The play is 

constructed from a set of four monologues, two duologues and a final verbatim 

section consisting of personal details about the 52 victims of the London bombings 

in 2005. The monologues that dominate the play reflect what Lehmann sees as an 

increasing tendency in contemporary theatre to move away from the dramatic 

towards the narrative. At the the same time, the use of unassigned character in the 

duologues challenges the idea that dialogue needs to be specifically allocated to a 

particular speaker. In these duologues, speech exists without character. 

Drama is intrinsically linked with the idea of action. The word drama itself 

means ‘action’ and is derived from the ancient Greek verb dran, meaning “to do”. 

Dramatic character is rooted in the idea of action. Aristotle states that character is 

primarily expressed through action. While he links character to the possession of 

certain qualities, ‘that in respect of which we say that the agent is of a certain kind’, 

he states categorically that the imitation of these qualities is not something that the 
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writer should specifically aim to achieve. By concentrating primarily on the imitation 

of action, the writer or indeed the actor will also achieve the imitation of character as  

‘character is included along with and on account of the actions’.210 A character is the 

sum of their actions. Hegel agrees with Aristotle that good characterisation has its 

basis in action: ‘the strength to do and to will some actual thing’.211 What makes 

character engaging is its ability to make choices and to act. Hegel criticises the 

characters of Romantic drama for their inactivity and insularity. He sees Goethe’s 

Werther as ‘a thoroughly morbid type of character, without any vestige of real 

manliness such as might carry him beyond the egotism of his love-passion’.212 All 

such characters who ‘are for ever revolving round themselves’ can only induce in us 

‘an empty interest’.213 Thus a character must be active in order to engage the 

audience’s genuine interest. In contemporary playwriting, the idea that genuine 

character is only revealed through action is frequently stressed: ‘character 

demonstrates its honesty and reliability through something it does’.214 Whatever is 

said about a character or by the character is deemed as an untrustworthy source. Tim 

Fountain defines character as ‘decision under pressure’.215 A character is the sum of 

the choices that they make, and the  more pressured the situation in which the 

character has to make these choices, the more the choices reflect the character’s 

genuine nature. The quality of a character’s choices reveal the character’s internal 

qualities. Intelligent characters will make intelligent choices, practical characters 

practical choices, naive characters will make naive choices and so on. The nature of 
                                                
210 Aristotle, Poetics, p. 11. 
211 Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, I, p. 323. 
212 Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, I, p. 321. 
213 Hegel, The Philosophy of Fine Art, I, p. 323. 
214 Gooch, p. 23. 
215 Fountain, p. 13. 



 307 

character’s choices are demonstrated through the nature of the actions that result 

from them. 

Pornography challenges the idea that character can essentially be expressed 

through action. Like Realism, Pornography suggests a subjective viewpoint. 

Whereas Neilson suggests that a character’s actions are only truly understood from 

the inside of a character’s head, Stephens challenges the very idea of character itself 

as an objective entity.  In Pornography, four of the characters tell their stories 

through narrative monologues as opposed to dramatic action. The events that they 

are involved in are described rather than directly represented. The dramatic action 

happened elsewhere, in the past. Like the characters in Tim Crouch’s The Author, 

they provide ‘a narration of the play presented’. The interest here is less located in 

the question of what will happen next, than in the character's relationship to the 

events that happened, as Lehmann terms it ‘the peculiar act of the personal 

memory/narration’.216 Character in this mode is separated from action. It is narrated 

rather than demonstrated. The narrative mode shapes the relationship between the 

audience and the onstage characters in three ways: it produces a sense of both 

distance and empathy; from a subjective viewpoint; and it presents character as 

something that is written by the character themselves, rather than a concrete entity. 

A heavy use of monologue within a play is often read, as Pfister does, as 

implying ‘the disruption of communication and the isolation and alienation of the 

individual’.217 Pornography could be read as implying the increasing isolation and 

passivity of the social subject under late capitalism, through its use of monologue. In 
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the British production of the play, the characters spoke directly to the audience, 

rather than addressing the other characters, who stood around them onstage. The play 

abounds with images of isolated individuals: ‘[l]one drivers with no passengers’;218 

‘[t]he tube is full of people and nearly all of them nowadays have iPods’.219 Stephens 

links this isolation explicitly to increasing mechanisation. The cars and the iPods act 

as barriers between people. They shield us from 'the fucking horror' of other 

people.220 Machines now service us in the place of other human beings: ‘You never 

get bus conductors any more. On some tube lines now you don't even get drivers. 

The machines have started to run themselves’. 221  The most intimate human 

relationship becomes devoid of human connection, as sexual fulfilment is delivered 

online twenty four hours a day. One character passes two days in a porn-filled haze.  

The narrative mode invokes isolation through the way that it allows Stephens 

to play with complex ideas of absence and presence. It enables the character 

speaking to convey both the presence of characters who are absent, and the absence 

of characters who are present. A sense of loss is forged through the presence of 

absent characters in the speaker's thoughts. The older woman glimpses her dead 

husband in other men in the street: ‘I see one man. He does look like my husband. 

Just for a second I was thrown’.222At the same time, a sense of loneliness is built 

through the absence of characters who are physically present. The mother can only 

describe her husband in terms of his external appearance: ‘He's windswept when he 
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comes back’.;223 ‘His hair is clean. And his skin. He's had a shave’.224 She no longer 

feels that she knows him as a person, as she has no access to his thoughts any more. 

Her mind is full of unasked and unanswered questions: ‘Where were you? Which 

shops? What were you doing?’225 Both the presence of absent characters and the 

absence of present characters express a longing for a concrete connection to others. 

The characters speak in negative terms, giving a sense of not only isolation, 

but also of an absence of identity, restriction, passivity and disappointment. The 

school boy is unable to communicate a clear sense of himself. He does not know who 

he is, he is only aware that he is not like other people: ‘I don't act like them’.226 In 

addition to this, he is hemmed in by what he terms ‘the rules of the insane’. His 

actions are defined by prohibitions: ‘Don't chew gum./Don't drink water in the 

corridor./Don't go to the toilet’.227 He lives in a world where he is compelled not to 

act. His passivity is bred by the social restrictions placed upon him. The mother 

articulates a sense of passivity and disappointment though her accounts of the things 

that fail to happen. She is full of unfulfilled desires, particularly in relation to her 

husband: ‘Jonathan doesn't ring’;228 ‘Jonathan doesn't notice I've gone’.229 There is a 

Brechtian ‘not ... but’. The speaker conveys what the other character was doing but 

the negative phrasing communicates a clear sense of what the speaker wanted them 

to do instead.  

Release from isolation and passivity becomes placed as something that can 
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only be achieved through violence, a violence that has overt or implicit sexual 

overtones. When his sexual advances are rejected, the schoolboy expresses his desire 

for a connection with his teacher: ‘I would cut out her cunt with a fork. I would 

scrape off her tits. I would force a chairleg up her arse until her rectum bled’.230 For 

the bomber, the bomb is a way of ripping through the dehumanisation that Western 

society imposes on its subjects. A way of ridding the world of the ‘bewigged, 

myopic, prurient, sexless, dead’.231 A way of releasing people from a state of 

passivity back into action, ‘from now on you can do, you have it in you to do 

whatever it is that you want to do’.232 The schoolboy finds the violence of the bombs 

arousing. Watching the CCTV footage of the incident is like watching pornography: 

‘The way the images move, I think the word is tantalising’.233 The schoolboy senses 

the potential for human connection in the violence, its climatic nature, and his 

response to it is equated with sexual release. The bomber feels a moment of elation 

in the seconds before he detonates the bomb: ‘Suddenly I feel lighter than I have ever 

felt in my whole life’.234 Stephens does not, however, posit violence as the solution 

to the ills of Western society. The connections created through violence are not 

reciprocal. They are pornographic. One person satisfying their desire without the 

active participation of the other. The individuals are still isolated from one another 

without a real connection.  

The narrative mode of the play can be seen as reflecting the isolation and 

passivity but at the same time, the act of narration itself reflects a desire to 
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communicate. The character’s appeal to the audience represents a longing for 

socialisation. In the German production (Deutschen Schauspielhauses, Hamberg, 

2007) this was reflected in the characters’ attempts to piece together a seemingly 

impossible jigsaw of Brueghel’s The Tower of Babel. In both productions, the 

presence of all characters onstage at all times reflected a kind of community. In the 

German production, the characters commented on each other's experiences and 

actively listened to each other's stories. In the British production, the characters 

delivering the soliloquies were physically separate and never invaded each other's 

personal space. The monologues, however, were cross cut with each other to produce 

a sense, not of a conversation, but rather of a community of voices speaking together 

asking to be heard. This desire for communication in the play’s narrative mode is 

reflected in the characters’ desire for communion with another person. Stephens 

again pictures this need through the lens of sexual desire, but here the need is not for 

the character to impose their desire onto another character, but rather for them to be 

the object of another absent character’s desire. The older woman masturbates in her 

dead husband’s robe as if this somehow makes him present in the act. Another 

character longs for her distant husband to touch her: ‘I want Jonathan to touch me. If 

he were to reach out and touch me. Just rest his hand on my neck and stroke the back 

of my hair’.235 

The act of narration positions the character as both an isolated subject and 

expresses their need for communication through the character’s desire to be the 

object of the audience’s attention. If we follow Fuch’s suggestion that the shift in the 

mode of characterisation reflects a shift in our experience of ourselves as social 
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subjects in contemporary society, then the shift in characterisation from the dramatic 

to the narrative mode presents us with a bleak image of the contemporary subject as 

isolated and frustrated by an inability to communicate meaningfully with others. 

Lehmann, however, suggests that this shift towards the narrative mode can be seen as 

implying connection between individuals in society rather than separation: ‘a speech 

that has the audience as its addressee intensifies communication – namely the 

communication taking place in the here and now’.236 Lehmann argues that the 

narrative in contemporary theatre, rather than creating a Brechtian distance between 

the audience and the characters of the drama, creates instead a ‘closeness within 

distance’. Post-Brechtian modes of narration are about ‘the foregrounding of the 

personal’.237 The act of narration allows us to experience the character’s innermost 

thoughts, so bringing us closer to them. We no longer have to decipher their thoughts 

from their actions, as in the dramatic mode, but rather we are given direct and 

intimate access to them. Where our personal experience reflects that of the characters 

we feel a connection to them. The bombers in the play feel this sense of connection 

to each other. They are separate isolated figures, but their shared experience unites 

them. They are ever present to each other. Stephens conveys a sense of this 

connection in the image of the four bombers standing on the station platform: ‘we 

wait at four different points, staring in four different directions’.238 Though isolated 

they constitute a community: ‘We don't need to check that each other are here. We 

trust one another. We’re here’.239 The other characters in the play are also connected. 

Together, their voices articulate a shared experience of the bombings and represent 
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the people of London. The characters appear isolated, but there is a strong sense of 

an underlying community. The bombs brings this sense of community to the surface. 

Stephens represents this through the sharing of food. One character knocks on a 

stranger’s door and asks for some of the chicken that she can smell cooking. The 

stranger  gives her a piece of the chicken. Community is represented through this act 

of sharing food as something that nourishes us. Though the characters speak 

individually, the narrative mode with its foregrounding of personal experience 

creates a sense of a closeness between the speaking characters, despite the seeming 

distance between them. 

The narrative mode disrupts serious drama’s positioning of the theatre as a 

life-like model of the world beyond the theatre. It denies the audience any illusion of 

an objective or unmediated viewpoint on the characters and events of the play. The 

narrative mode presents both the characters and their experience of events as 

subjective. We can only see the world of the play through the narrator’s eyes. 

Characters are not longer whole and consistent, but only glimpsed as fragments 

through another’s eyes. Events are seen only in terms of one individual's experience 

of them, rather than in their entirety. The world is presented through the narrative 

mode as unsurveyable, too great in its magnitude to reduced to a simple dramatic 

model. An experience of the world can only be presented to us through the 

narrowing frame of a narrating subject’s experience. Through the subject’s 

communication of their experience of the world, we become aware of the process of 

writing, in that we are aware of the narrating subject’s double position as both the 

subject and the object in their retelling of their story. We see them construct the story 

of their own experience. Character becomes both the protagonist and the author. 
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The characters of the play are all presented through the mediating gaze of the 

narrator. Our opinions of their actions are informed by the narrator’s view of them. 

The bomber expresses both disgust and pity for the people he meets on his journey to 

London, through the characteristics he attributes to them. The handsome 

businessman on the train becomes repulsive in our eyes as the bomber conveys his 

feelings of disgust towards the man though his narrow focus on the man’s habit of 

picking his nose: ‘He burrows around in his nose, removes something from it 

surreptitiously, imagining that nobody can see him, slips it into his mouth. Toys with 

it between his teeth’. He fills the woman opposite full of misery for the state of her 

existence, a misery that she does not actually feel: ‘I think for a second that she’s 

been crying. She hasn’t. It’s my imagination’.240 On one hand, we are distanced from 

the characters around the bomber because we can only see them through his eyes. On 

the other hand, we gain an intimate knowledge of how the bomber sees the world 

through his characterisation of the people he describes. The narrative mode again 

gives us an impression of both closeness and distance from the characters. 

The narrative mode of characterisation highlights the process of writing. We 

witness the characters in two simultaneous moments of time. We see them involved 

in the moment of the past event that they are recounting and at the same time we see 

them in the present moment constructing their version of the events. This double 

representation of time highlights the process of writing that is taking place in front of 

us. We witness the characters writing both themselves and others. Fuchs explores the 

idea of theatre as writing in The Death of Character. While many  twentieth century 

practitioners have followed Artaud’s call for a theatre of absolute presence, Fuchs 
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argues that much contemporary theatre practice has abandoned this search for ‘the 

‘aura’ of theatrical presence’241 as ‘the proliferation of reproducible culture has made 

the attribution of “presence” suspect’.242 To put it in its rightful Benjaminian terms, 

in an age of mechanical reproduction, rather than searching to produce the “aura” of 

presence onstage, theatre practitioners have shifted their focus onto exploring the 

process of reproduction itself. In this shift, we see a shift from a concentration on the 

spoken to the written. Whereas speech is associated with the idea of presence, 

writing is associated with a gap between presence and representation. As Chris 

Norris states: ‘In speaking one is able to experience (supposedly) an intimate link 

between sound and sense, an inward and immediate realization of meaning which 

yields itself up without reserve to perfect, transparent understanding. Writing on the 

contrary destroys this ideal of pure self-presence. It obtrudes an alien, depersonalized 

medium, a deceiving shadow which falls between intent and meaning, between 

utterance and understanding’.243 Dramatic writing aims to create the illusion of 

spontaneous speech. Writing here has infiltrated speech. When Brecht calls for a 

theatre of ‘complex seeing’, he is asking for a theatre that can be read and re-read.244 

At the same time, however, he is asking us to see theatre as something that is written 

and re-written. Theatre must break the illusion that it is occurring in a spontaneous 

present and declare its written-ness onstage. The narrative mode exposes the this 

written-ness. The character's write as they speak. They tell us stories that they will 

tell many times again. Events become something that we can only experience 
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through words. The world itself becomes something that is not ontologically present 

to us, but can only be experienced as language. We are presented with ‘the world-as-

text’.245 The individual is presented as trapped within a post-structuralist prison of 

language. They are only able to express their experience of events through the 

medium of words and so are restricted by the range of expression their language 

system permits. Character is no longer expressed through action. The individual is 

separated from their actions and can only narrate them. Character becomes 

something that can only be described through words and through the way each 

character chooses to use those words to write their own experience.  

In Pornography, the schoolboy constructs the character of his teacher for us. 

We experience her in fragmented pieces. At first she is a ‘grey skirt’, then a name 

‘Lisa’ and a ‘smile’,246 next a brand of cigarettes ‘Marlboro Lights’. She is an 

‘address’ and a ‘house’. 247  These details create an outline of character, an 

individualised human being. They remind us of Greig’s instruction that to the 

budding playwright: ‘If we are going to create characters who are absolutely unique, 

who are not stereotypes, then we need to know them in all their detail’.248 The 

character speaks, but we hear their words only through the speaker’s interpretation of 

them. Speech is something that is reported. It is not spontaneous. We have to 

question whether the speaker meant their words to mean what the reporting character 

interprets them as meaning. Jason takes Lisa’s words ‘I have no idea Jason, you tell 

me’ as indicating an expression of interest in him, rather than as a teacher’s dismissal 
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of a disruptive student.249 Actions are also presented to us with an ascribed meaning. 

Jason interprets Lisa’s conversation with a male teacher as a sexual advance: ‘she 

starts talking to the head of maths. It makes me want to cut his throat open’.250 The 

speaker presents the audience with what we might term ‘reported character’. There is 

no other representation of the character available to us to compare this report of 

character against. The actual nature of the character is unknowable. There is an 

impression of wholeness and individualisation through the use of detail, but there is 

no central core to the character. The narrative mode exposes dramatic character as a 

shell of details. The author, in this case the speaker, constructs the character to suit 

his own subjective vision of the world. Any sense of character consistency is suspect 

because it is clearly imposed by the speaker. 

In the narrative mode, there is a sense of the speaker not only as the author of 

the events, but also as a character within them themselves. The speaker writes 

themselves. They are both the subject and the object. They are the ‘I’ who narrates 

and a character that they create within their story. Stephens’s play is full of images of 

the self as both subject and object. This double sense of self is presented as 

something uncanny. The mother’s work colleague has a picture of himself on his 

desk. She finds this ‘surprising’.251 The widow warns that: ‘If you stare long enough 

into a mirror, of course, you begin to hallucinate’.252 The double sense creates a gap 

within the self. Characters are dislocated from themselves. There is a gap between 

the character and their actions. The mother describes the actions that she takes to 

leak a confidential report: ‘I go to the fax machine. I find the number of Catigar 
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Jones. Fax/Start. Set’. There is no emotional engagement with the actions. There is 

no explanation of them. There is an abdication of responsibility. The mother does not 

relate the consequences of these actions to us. We are simply told that the company 

don't want her to go in on Thursday because she ‘was the only person in the office on 

Tuesday night’.253 The character does not own her actions. She only knows that these 

were her actions because no-one else could have performed them. It is not just their 

actions that characters feel themselves to be dislocated from. Characters are 

dislocated from their voices. Jason reports his own words within conversations: 

Are you worried about losing your job? 
Am I what? 
Because teachers and students aren't really meant to fall in love with each 
other. I'd look after you though. If you did? 
Jason, what on earth are you talking about?254 
 

Characters are dislocated from their own bodies. The widow lacks a sense of her 

body's own physical needs. She has no awareness of hunger or satiety: ‘Sometimes I 

forget if I’ve eaten or not. It is as likely that this will lead to me eating two meals of 

an evening as it is that I’ll end up eating none’.255 Characters are detached from their 

emotions. Tears become something that happens to you, rather than something 

related to how you feel. The mother states: ‘I find, to my surprise, that there are tears 

pouring down my face’.256 The widow says: ‘I can’t understand why there are tears 

pouring down the sides of my face. This makes absolutely no sense to me at all’.257 

This dislocation from the body is also expressed in the two duologues in 

Pornography, which present us with examples of unassigned character. The voices 
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of the dialogue are not attributed to any particular character in the text. The lines of 

dialogue are not preceded by character names but rather float in sequence on the 

page instead. There are no stage directions. Moments of non-verbal communication 

are replaced by dashes instead. As Fuchs states,  ‘[c]haracter-identified speech’ can 

be thought of as a central component of dramatic theatre. In Stephens’s text speech 

exists without character. The writer is still producing dialogue that mimics the 

illusion of spontaneous speech, but we no longer know who is speaking.  

The range of characters to whom these voices could belong is large but not 

undefined. Through the details in the dialogue, Stephens enables us to identify that 

both sections of text are dialogues, that both involve a sexual encounter between a 

man and a woman. The first records an act of incest between a brother and sister. The 

second records a flirtation between a teacher and his former student.  We are given 

few visual details about the characters. We know that the brother smells of ‘[k]iwi 

fruit, a bit’ and the sister of ‘like freshly cut grass’.258 We know, at times, how the 

characters look to each other, but these records of their appearance are subjective and 

change with the character’s changing feelings towards each other. The brother tells 

the sister that she looks ‘about fifteen. In a good way’.259 Once he begins to feel 

guilty about their affair, the sister’s appearance is no longer attractive to him; she 

now has a ‘stupid fucking horrible fucking face’.260 There is no attempt to provide an 

objective picture of each character. The characters remain individualised, but the 

range of individuals that each character could be is wide. The writing tries to avoid 

being too prescriptive. Others are left to decide how each character will be embodied 
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onstage. 

On the page, the text presents with un-embodied characters. There is no sense 

of their physical presence. The characters are what they say as opposed to what they 

do. As in the narrative monologues, character here is again not defined through 

action.  Lehmann states that in some types of postdramatic theatre ‘de-dramatization’ 

occurs. Stephen’s approach to the duologues in Pornography produces a de-

dramatisation of them in the text. Definitive action is absent from the text. At times 

the character's actions can be inferred from what the characters say, but in general 

‘action is relegated to the background’.261  We do not know exactly what the 

characters do. The teacher makes unwelcome sexual advances towards the student. 

She says that he physically hurts her, but we are left to decide the level of sexual 

violence involved. Character cannot therefore be defined by action, or by the gap 

between actions and words because we have only the characters’ words to work with 

in the text. The moment of speaking becomes all. As Lehmann states: ‘the moment of 

speaking is everything. Not the timeline of action; not the drama but the moment 

when the human voice is raised’.262 This lack of action produces a suspension of 

time. The events of a story are presented to us, but they float in time and space. We 

hear about events - Live 8, London getting the Olympics, the bombs - but the 

characters in the duologue do not locate these in time. In the monologues, these 

events are linked to days of the week. In the duologues, they float unattributed. There 

is no sense of action driving the story forward through time. There is no indication of 

space, beyond a character’s definition of it. Space seems to move around the 

characters as opposed to the characters progressing through space. The lecturer and 
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the former student start the evening in bar or a pub. The space is defined purely as 

one in which the characters can buy wine by the glass. Later they might be in a 

restaurant, as there is a previous suggestion that they might eat supper together, but 

they could be elsewhere. Later they are definitely in the lecturer’s flat, but the 

location within the flat of the different scenes is open to question. In the text, the 

words of that the characters speak are the only definitive aspect that the writer gives 

us. We are presented with a theatre of voice. 

The floating voices of the duologues in the text speak in the present tense, but 

these dislocated voices reverberate like an echo of past events. They are remembered 

voices. The dialogue detached from the accompanying action loses its present tense-

ness and seems like echoed memories. As Lehmann states, in a theatre of voice, the 

voice becomes ‘a reverberation of past events’.263 While the characters of the 

monologues can recount the events of the week of the bombing as past events, the 

characters of the duologues seem like ghosts. The brother describes London to his 

sister as a haunted city, full of the traces of past events: ‘The whole city’s haunted ... 

The street map is a web of contradiction and complication and between each one 

there's a ghost’.264 The voices of the duologues are the memories of that week, 

forever repeating over and over again in the characters’ heads. Like the ghost of  

room ten in the St. Pancras Hotel, who ‘lurks around the back of one of the rooms ... 

If you approach him he runs away,’ the experiences of the characters of the duologue 

represent the experiences of Londoners at that moment in time, which are now 

forever fixed by the event of the bombs.265 
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Though the text of the duologues presents us with un-embodied characters, 

the text in the both the German and British productions of the play came across as 

straightforwardly dramatic. The sense in the text of the voices as ‘a reverberation of 

past events’ is lost in the staging.266 The characters are embodied, and their absent 

actions are filled in. Watching the play, you would assume that the writer had 

defined the characters and their actions in the text in a dramatic manner. The 

innovative features of the text may not be evident in performance, however, even 

when the text is dramatised, it is still innovative in that it encourages others to make 

such choices about its staging, rather than prescribing a manner of staging or 

performance style within the text. The text here is not authoritative, rather it aims to 

encourage collaboration. It is an “open” text in that it leaves space within it for the 

vision of other creative artists. The definition of space is left to the scenographer, the 

creation of character to the actor and the staging of the text to the director. This 

represents a shift from the idea that all other theatre artists work to serve the vision of 

the playwright. The text is no longer analysed to find the playwright’s intention. The 

interest lies in the interpretation of the text by others, as opposed to a search for some 

definitive performance that is prescribed by the text. As Lehmann argures that the 

position of the text within theatre is shifting, ‘the new theatre text [...] is to a large 

extent a “no longer dramatic” theatre text [...] the text therefore is considered only as 

one element, one layer, or as a ‘material’ of scenic creation, not as its master’.267 
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Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat 

Mark Ravenhill's cycle of short plays Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat (Traverse, 

2007; National Theatre/Royal Court/Paines Plough/Gate, 2008) charts a range of 

events that take place during a war on terror. The cycle includes several choral 

pieces. Like the speakers in the duologues in Pornography, these speakers are not 

identified by any kind of character name. The lines of speech are unassigned. Unlike 

the duologues in  Pornography, it is difficult to identify the number of characters 

involved in each piece from the dialogue. The mode of the choral pieces is more 

narrative than dramatic. The characters voice a collective monologue. They address 

the audience directly. Their words taken together constitute a chorus. 

Lehman notes that ‘the chorus is making a resurgence in postdramatic 

theatre’.268 In her examination of the ‘death of the subject’ in modern drama, Fuchs 

views the contemporary conceptions of the chorus through a Nietzschian 

framework.269  She sees the chorus as offering us the possibly of a collective 

character, in contrast to the idea of character as a ‘separated, self-conscious 

individual’. 270  For Nietzsche tragedy reaches a perfect peak in the work of 

Aeschylus, as in his tragedies a balance is achieved between what Nietzsche terms 

the Apolline and the Dionysiac. The Apolline represents the individual separated 

from the chaos of life. Nietzsche equates the Apolline with Schopenhauer’s 

principium individuationis, the principle by which the individual recognises 

themselves as an individual separate from the rest of creation. Nietzsche illustrates 

the concept of the Apolline with Schopenhauer's image of a boatman sitting on a 
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stormy sea: ‘Just as the boatman sits in his small boat, trusting his frail craft in a 

stormy sea that is boundless in every direction, rising and falling with the howling, 

mountainous waves, so in the midst of a world full of suffering and misery the 

individual man calmly sits, supported by and trusting the principium 

individuationis’. 271  In contrast the Dionysiac represents a breakdown of the 

principium individuationis, ‘a complete forgetting of the self’. It represents a 

reconciliation with all of creation. Man is no longer a being of individual will but 

dissolved into the greater force of the collective will to exist that flows through all of 

nature: ‘each man feels himself not only united, reconciled, and at one with his 

neighbour, but one with him, as if the veil of Maya had been rent and now hung in 

tatters before the mysterious primal Oneness’.272 In aesthetic terms, the Apolline is 

represented by the work of the sculptor and the epic poet. Of the latter Nietzsche 

states that the characters that they create are nothing but reflections of their own self: 

‘the lyric poet's images are nothing but the poet himself, and only different of 

himself, which is why, as the moving centre of that world, he is able to say “I”’. The 

Dionysiac is represented by music, and the musician creates not from the perspective 

of the individual but as part of the primal Oneness: ‘the Dionysiac musician is 

himself nothing but primal suffering and its primal resonance’.273 In the work of 

Aeschylus, Nietzsche sees the presence of both aesthetics, ‘the expression of two 

interwoven artistic impulses, the Apolline and the Dionysiac’.274 The individual will 

represented by the tragic hero is contrasted with the collective will through the 
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presence of the chorus. 

After Aeschylus, this balance within drama is thrown out of kilter and 

tragedy enters a period of decline. Nietzsche sees Euripides as pursuing a quest to 

remove the Dionysiac element from tragedy by diminishing the role of the chorus 

and increasing the number of individual characters onstage. In doing so he destroys 

tragedy, transforming it into little more than a dramatised epic poem and reducing it 

to ‘inartistic naturalism’.275  Character becomes more individualised and begins to 

deteriorate towards psychology. There is an ‘increased stress on character portrayal 

and psychological refinement’.276 Whereas the characters of Aeschylus retain a 

mythic symbolism and ‘broaden out into an eternal archetype’, the characters of 

Euripides have an everyday quality to them, ‘with artificial characteristics and 

nuances, each trait most precisely determined, so that the spectator is no longer alive 

to the myth and instead focuses on the verisimilitude of characterisation’.277 The 

chorus as ‘a reflection of Dionysiac man’ is excised step by step from the stage, until 

it disappears completely in New Comedy.278 

Fuchs uses Nietzsche to read the reappearance of the chorus in modern drama 

as representative of a longing for communion with others in a society where the 

individual is becoming increasingly isolated. For Nietzsche, Dionysus is the first 

tragic hero and the archetypal figure on which all tragic heroes are modelled. 

Dionysus is a dismembered God, having been ripped to pieces by the Titians. He is 

split into many parts, undergoing ‘the suffering of individuation’. In this divided 

state, he longs to be reformed, and waits to be reborn whole again. Thus there are 
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three Dionysoi: the first whole, the second fragmented; and the third whole again. He 

represents mankind who having once existed in a primal Oneness, have been ‘torn 

and fragmented into individuals’ and art is positioned as expressing ‘the joyful hope 

that the spell of individuation can be broken, as a presentiment of a restored 

oneness’.279 Fuchs builds upon this, suggesting a connection between Nietzsche's 

thinking and ‘the proliferation of postmodern theories of the discontinuous, even 

arbitrary, nature of the “subject”’. She then further proposes a link between these and 

contemporary ‘de-ontologized presentations of character in postmodern theater’.280 

The quotes that she chooses from Nietzsche, as quoted in this paragraph all suggest 

that the state of the individual is one of suffering, while the state of communion with 

others is one of joy. Throughout the book, this Nietzschian reading of the chorus 

underlies the way she reads uses of the chorus in modern theatre. Collective 

character is positioned positively, individualism is seen as negative. In Brecht’s The 

Baden Play for Learning, the Fallen One's ‘individualism damns him to death and 

oblivion’.281 The use of chorus in landscape theatre is one of the elements that moves 

it ‘sharply away from the ethos of competitive individualism toward a vision of the 

whole’.282 This vision of the whole linked to an ecological vision of the world as 

interlinked system, a vision of man as a part of the whole of nature as opposed to 

separate from it. Within in this we hear echoes of the idea of the contemporary 

individual, isolated by technology, longing for a return to nature and community. 

I would argue that the use of the chorus in contemporary theatre is more 

complex than this. Rooting this explanation in ideas of the isolation of the individual 
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in contemporary society ignores a level of both theatrical and social complexity in 

the configuration of the modern chorus. Nietzsche does not position the opposition 

between the collective and the individual in such simple terms. The Dionysiac is not 

purely linked to joy. Nietzsche sees the Dionysiac as a source of intense suffering as 

well as joy; there is ‘primal suffering within the primal Oneness’.283 Neither is the 

individual purely seen as a state of suffering and isolation from the universal. The 

Apolline state can through an individual contemplation of ‘our innermost being’ 

reveal ‘our common foundation’, producing ‘profound pleasure’.284 Nietzsche calls 

not for one or the other state but for a balance between the two. He praises Aeschylus 

because his art is ‘as Dionysiac as it is Apolline’.285 The Dionysiac may be the origin 

of creativity but we can only experience it through the Apolline: ‘the Dionysiac 

substratum of the world, no more can enter the consciousness of the human 

individual than can be overcome more by that Apolline power of transfiguration, so 

that both these artistic impulses are forced to unfold in strict proportion to one 

another’.286 The collective is not superior, but rather the collective and the individual 

stand in a symbiotic relationship to each other. 

The speakers within the choral plays in Ravenhill's Shoot/Get 

Treasure/Repeat speak both with a collective and an individualised voice. The 

chorus may speak as a body raising a collective voice in its vocal plurality, but the 

individual voice remains distinct amongst the crowd. The speaker speaks in the 

chorus, at the same time as the chorus speaks through the speaker. As Lehmann puts 

it when he talks about the use of the chorus in postdramatic theatre: ‘the individual 
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voice does not disappear entirely but it also no longer participates in its unadulterated 

peculiarity, instead becoming a sonic element in a new choral voice that has 

uncannily taken on a life of its own, neither individual  nor abstractly collective’.287 

The individual is not dissolved into the collective in a Dionysiac obliteration of the 

self. The individual remains distinct within the crowd. What can no longer be denied 

however, is that the individual cannot be detached from the collective. No man is an 

island. We represent both ourselves and the community to which we belong. 

The chorus in Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat speaks both with a collective voice 

and as a group of individuals. This can be traced through different personal pronouns 

that the speakers use to describe their situation. In ‘Women of Troy’, four women 

plead with the terrorists who bomb their city and ask them to stop. When the women 

speak for their community as a whole and the subject of their sentences becomes 

‘we’: ‘We want to ask you this’;288 ‘We tolerate, we accept, we celebrate’.289 At 

other times, characters want to speak out as individuals within the group: they want 

‘to talk about me’.290 At this point ‘I’ dominates: ‘I work for the good of our 

society’;291 ‘I am moved by that. I care’. At times they define themselves collectively 

as ‘good people’,292 whilst at other times an individual will define themselves within 

the crowd as ‘a good person’.293 The chorus is made up of individuals each of whom 

is a ‘good person’ and so collectively they are ‘good people’. This collective voice 

can speak for other individuals who belong to the community who are not present or 

                                                
287 Lehmann, p. 130. 
288 Mark Ravenhill, Shoot / Get Treasure / Repeat (London: Methuen, 2008), p. 7. 
289 Ravenhill, p. 10. 
290 Ravenhill, p. 7. 
291 Ravenhill, p. 8. 
292 Ravenhill, p. 7. 
293 Ravenhill, p. 14. 



 329 

cannot speak. In ‘War of the Worlds’ the chorus express firstly their sympathy for 

the inhabitants of a bombed city and then the revulsion they also feel towards them. 

A woman in the chorus speaks on behalf of her lover: ‘My lover feels the grief that I 

feel’.294 So the chorus becomes representative not just of the group of individuals 

onstage, but voices the opinion of wider community that extends beyond the stage 

and who we hear about through their words. 

The idea of the individual is present within what the chorus say and in the 

way the chorus is constructed. They refer to individuals by name: ‘Thomas’, 

‘Zachary’, ‘Marion’,295 ‘Alex’.296 They build pictures of these individuals: ‘I call him 

three-shot Thomas because ... well, because’;297 ‘Zac - your paintings on the fridge 

that I'm so proud of’.298 At the same time they build pictures of themselves as 

individuals: ‘I have a buzz job amongst the buzz people and on the way to my bzzz 

bzzz bzzz office I pop in for a buzzy coffee’;299 ‘Every morning I wake up, I take 

fruit and I put it in the blender and I make smoothies for my family’.300 Some of the 

speakers in the chorus seem to match up with characters in the other plays. One of 

the speakers is the wife of Thomas and the mother of Zachary and has a juicing 

obsession just like the character of Helen in ‘Intolerance’. Another speaker has a son 

called Alex and lives in a gated community just like Olivia in ‘Fear and Misery’. The 

individual speakers contribute their own thoughts in their own single voice, but 

together these voices become one voice as they voice similar opinions. Lehmann 
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notes the tendency for the modern chorus to be composed of individual voices rather 

than voices speaking in unison: ‘the individual speakers contribute only stanzas, so 

to speak, to a collective chorus’. The characters speak separately but they speak ‘in 

the same direction’.301 As such, the chorus do not speak in dialogue as they express 

an ‘excessive consensus’.302 Rather than being in conflict with each other, the 

speakers are in agreement and this prevents the expression of dialogue. The speakers 

contribute instead to a collective monologue. The chorus is composed of a group of 

individuals in agreement with each other expressing a ‘collective longing for 

harmony’.303 The woman is physically prevented from expressing her views through 

the removal of her tongue, and then when she does express herself the chorus read 

her actions as supporting their project as opposed to challenging it.  

Ravenhill positions this longing for harmony as problematic. This is not a 

longing for reconciliation through mutual understanding, but rather a longing for an 

end to conflict by imposing a single world view on every person. The chorus believe 

that their ‘core values are everything because they are humanity’s core values’.304 

Their mission is to bring ‘freedom and democracy’ to the whole world and they will 

use military force to impose it.305 Their ‘flaming sword will roam the globe until 

everywhere is filled with the goodness of good people’.306 They claim to offer 

freedom of choice, but only in the terms of post-Fordism, where freedom is the 

choice to choose what to buy: ‘We have so much choice. Who will provide my 
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electricity? Who will deliver my groceries? Which cinema shall I go to?’307 There is 

no space for dialogue with those who disagree. The excessive consensus of the 

chorus blocks out any expression of an alternative viewpoint. The voices who are 

allowed to speak are those who match the consensus of the chorus. In the ‘Odyssey’, 

the former dictator of the invaded country is allowed some space to speak, but only 

because his words now support those of the chorus: ‘My evil was great. I did not 

believe in democracy. I did not believe in freedom. I did not believe in choice’. A 

boy from the invaded country is also permitted to speak as his voice adds to the 

consensus: ‘I am happy. I am learning the core - freedom and democracy. I think 

they are very good’.308 The repetition and simple sentence construction in the 

language of both the dictator and the boy convey a sense that they are repeating 

phrases that they have learnt by rote, rather than speaking their own words. They 

have been taught how to speak in chorus. They express the views of the chorus, but a 

question remains as to whether they hold these views as their own. At the end of 

‘Birth of a Nation’, in which a chorus of artists encourage the people of a shattered 

city to heal through art, a blind woman is brought on stage. When she opens her 

mouth it is revealed that she has no tongue. Again the voice of opposition is silenced. 

The artists encourage her to express her feelings through painting, writing, dance and 

performance art. They hand her a paintbrush and a pen. They move her body for her 

as if she is dancing. The woman can only express her horror and suffering through a 

scream. Her body is thrown into convulsions, that the artists translate as being a 

dance. They see her as successful beneficiary of their healing through art 

programme, rather than a woman trying to communicate the level of suffering that 
                                                
307 Ravenhill, p. 180. 
308 Ravenhill, p. 187. 
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has been inflicted on her. 

The excessive consensus onstage alters the nature of dramatic conflict in the 

choral pieces. Conflict is absent from the stage and instead the conflict is shifted 

from the intra-scenic axis to the theatron axis. The conflict is now located as between 

the chorus and the audience. The audience are directly addressed as the ‘you’ to 

whom the chorus appeal. They positioned as the Other; they are ‘strange’, ‘so 

different’ and ‘the opposite’ of the chorus.309 The chorus are ‘the good people’, while 

the audience to whom they are speaking are ‘the bad people’.310 The audience 

threaten to break the chorus’s consensus on the core values. This configuration 

parodies the concept of conflict resolution through dialogue. This is a theatre that 

provides no space for dialogue. The excessive consensus of the chorus blocks any 

space for discussion. The audience are addressed but are given no space to respond. 

There is only thesis. Antithesis is banished from the stage and with it the hope of any 

synthesis. The chorus demand that the audience join their consensus. They offer the 

audience the hope of rebirth, but only on their terms: ‘As we want you to be 

reborn’.311 

The use of the chorus in Shoot/Get Treasure/Repeat undermines the idea that 

the resurgence of the chorus in contemporary theatre symbolises a desire for 

community in the face of the isolation of the individual in postmodern society. 

Ravenhill uses the chorus instead to examine the validity of the core values of 

‘freedom and democracy’.312 He exposes our assumption in the West that the values 

that we hold are the right values and criticises the almost evangelical zeal with which 
                                                
309 Ravenhill, p. 11. 
310 Ravenhill, p. 15. 
311 Ravenhill, p. 197. 
312 Ravenhill, p. 8. 
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we impose those values on other societies through violence. Democracy is positioned 

as the illusion of choice; the choice of what to buy. Freedom becomes the freedom to 

shop. Ravenhill’s freedoms are economic and the exercise of these freedoms feed the 

expansion of post-Fordism. True freedom and democracy are unknown quantities. 

Other ways of living are unvoiced. The excessive consensus of the chorus block all 

other voices out. There is no dialogue as all is monologue. The chorus may be 

composed of individuals but they speak with one voice. There is no choice but to 

accept their values. As the silent partner in this stalled dialogue, the audience become 

aware that there is no freedom to speak, unless you are prepared to join the 

consensus. Those who do not join the consensus are ‘evil’.313 Post-Fordism is 

represented as drifting towards a monologic politics.  

At the same time, however, the audience is challenged to construct a silent 

response to chorus. The other side of the argument is not represented onstage, instead 

the audience must actively build their own anti-thesis to the thesis presented onstage. 

In doing so, Ravenhill acts in the manner of Jacotot’s ‘ignorant master’, who 

Rancière defines in ‘The Emancipated Spectator’ as a teacher who does not teach his 

pupils but rather ‘commands them to venture forth in the forest, to report what they 

see, what they think of what they have seen, to verify it, and so on’.314 The audience 

are shown a picture of post-Fordism that positions it as offering them no freedom of 

choice, whilst at the same time they are given the freedom to conjecture how else 

society might function for them. The chorus here is not an image of a return to some 

primal collective Oneness, but rather an image of the worrying lack of genuine 

                                                
313 Ravenhill, p. 15. 
314 Jacques Rancière, ‘The Emancipated Spectator’, Art Forum, 2007, pp. 270-281 
(p. 270). 



 334 

political dialogue within post-Fordism.  
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Conclusion 

 

 

Ultimately, the shifts in dramatic structure that have been identified in the 

experimental dramaturgies of contemporary British plays in this thesis, can be 

positioned as mediating, negotiating and critiquing the effects that recent changes in 

the social, political and economic structures of British society have had on the social 

subject. As Hall notes, ‘“new times” are both “out there”, changing our conditions of 

life, and “in here” working on us. In part, it is us who are being “re-made”’.1 

The social subject as imagined by the structures of serious drama is a very 

different creature to the social subject as re-configured through the experimental 

dramaturgies of the plays analysed in this thesis. The social subject of serious drama 

is active and driven by consistent socio-psychological motivations, which reflect her 

desires. She inhabits a world in which events develop through the logic of 

mechanical causation and so can predict the probable consequences of her actions. 

She has a sense of an individualised stable identity, which is the predictable result of 

the combination her psychological traits and social circumstances. She inhabits a 

world that is thought as having a stable objective reality. She is politically engaged 

and can effect change through a combination of discussion, debate and action.  

The social subject produced by the pressures of post-Fordism is significantly 

different. She is passive and her actions are less predictable. She inhabits a world in 

which the structures of mechanical and socio-psychological causation no longer 

                                                
1 Stuart Hall, ‘Brave New World’, Marxism Today, 1988, pp. 24–29 (p. 24). 
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produce trustworthy predictions. Each of her actions now produces a web of possible 

consequences and planning involves the imagining of a plurality of outcomes. She 

has no sense of a stable invariant identity and instead rewrites her identity to suit 

different contexts. She is both subject and object simultaneously and actively 

monitors her own thoughts and behaviour. The world appears to her as a constantly 

shifting ground. She is aware of many different points in space simultaneously. 

Though her spatial awareness has widened, her sense of time is compressed into a 

perpetual present, which makes it difficult for her to project herself into the future or 

draw on past experience. Despite a strong urge to communicate, she is isolated from 

others and suffers from high levels of anxiety, which at times expresses itself 

tangibly in symptoms of mental and physical distress. It is difficult for her to effect 

change, because power relations can no longer be challenged through dialectical 

debate. They are monologic. It is difficult for her to discern ‘an overall map of how 

these power relations connect and of their resistances’.2 Consequently, she lacks a 

sense of her own political agency. 

The social subject produced by post-Fordism, as imagined symbolically 

through dramatic structure, appears to be politically disempowered. There are two 

ways, however, in which this concept of the social subject can be thought of as 

having agency. Firstly, there is a gap between the empowered characters of serious 

drama and our contemporary experience of politics, where mass demonstrations and 

informed argument does little to effect concrete political change. Politics itself has 

shifted from a dialogic system of socialism versus conservatism, to a monologic neo-

liberal democracy in which the positions of different political parties are difficult to 

                                                
2 Hall, pp. 24–29 (p. 27). 
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distinguish from one another. When drama works to accentuate this dialectic of 

assumed agency versus actual passivity, it exposes a productive gap between neo-

liberalism’s promise of increased freedom and personal affluence and its lived 

experience. Secondly, a sense of shifting selves inhabiting shifting worlds is 

articulated through the experimental dramaturgies of the plays. This sense of 

changeability is productive as it opens up spaces of intervention. Social structure are 

re-ordered in theatre’s imaginings. The mental map of our experience moves away 

from a linear form to a constellation of points in time and space through which 

multiple connections can be drawn. Structures of thinking broaden out through new, 

less determinist forms of causation. The self is reconfigured as alterable and our 

sense of community is expanded and new ways of drawing connections between 

individuals become possible.  

All of the plays analysed in this thesis have a sense of written-ness in 

common. Unlike the realist dramaturgy of serious drama, they openly declare their 

structures as constructs and through their re-ordering of normative representations of 

social structures, they offer a symbolic re-ordering of social structures within their 

form. These re-orderings highlight a gap between rational representations of 

contemporary social reality and our lived experience of it. Adorno argues that works 

of art cannot effectively challenge the problems of social reality by commenting on 

them in their content. Art stands in relation to the social and political through its 

form, not its content. It is the form of an artwork that produces ‘a determining 

attitude to empirical reality by stepping outside of the constraining spell it casts, not 
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once and for all, but ever and again, concretely, unconsciously polemical towards 

this spell at each historical moment’.3 

                                                
3 Theodor W. Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (London: Continuum, 2004), p. 6. 
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