POLITICAL AND ALTERNATIVE THEATRE – Unit 1


The Theory of Edward Bond

Humanity and Society

Human nature is not human, rather it is created by society, whenever we act we must do so for human reasons and human motives. The unconscious sees through us and our social corruption and sends us messages of our humanity, ingeniously and persistently trying to reconcile the divisive tensions in our lives. 

Our unconscious makes us sane. The brains higher, not lower functions are the foundations of our psyche. The infants mind begins learning, not being. Our instincts become active only by being connected with analytical, interpretive feelings and images, and later, concepts of the world.

We have to distinguish between feelings and emotions. Feelings are genetically formed, emotions are learned, they mediate between feelings and ideas. Pain is a feeling, sadism and masochism are the cause of emotions.

We need art because the brain is holistic. It cannot perform its other social functions without art. Art is reason’s struggle with rationalization, the traffic between images and ideas.

The human mind’s strength is that it is not determined by instincts but generates culture, its weakness is not that we inherit animality but that we inherit history and the culture of the past. Society’s interpretation of the world is the model on which it is built.

The Theatre

In the early world of jungles and deserts, and in the classical world of fifth century Athens, the whole community went to the drama. If slaves, convicts, the mad and women were sometimes excluded it is because they were not fully members of society. Society sent people to the drama just as it sent people to the fields, the hunt and the well. It seems that now we are not sent to the theatre but choose to go. This is an illusion. We are still sent there by society. It must send us to the theatre even when it can only send representatives. It needs theatre as much as much as it needs its other institutions -  its prisons, universities, parliaments and so on. 

But just as democratic society wrongly assumes that everyone in it has power, so it wrongly assumes that when society sends representatives to the theatre it is sending the community there. Unjust society not only manipulates force by disguising violence as law and order, it also manipulates the rest of culture.

 Just as it often sends the wrong people to prison and parliament, so it usually sends the wrong people to the theatre. The others it sends to the petrified drama of most film and television – and their frenetic activity is a sign of their moribund state: giving electric shock treatment to a corpse does not bring it to life.

When theatre is commercially exploited it corrupts society because the product it exploits – the only one it has – is the human image. It is the same with modern religion. Religion is a form of drama, an off- shoot of the human psyche, but it cannot develop because it cannot forget its gods when its machines no longer need them.

Society needs drama because in it it seeks the human image. It must do this even when theatre degrades the human image. Our great theatrical institutions promote culture but also control and repress it. 

Theatre is comparatively free of technology – a few people in a room can make a play. This is a strength because often it frees it from political control, in both its police and commercial forms. But this is also a weakness. Our times are too fast and chaotic for the stages in attics and cellars, on their own, to recreate the human image. This leads to conflict of the creative psyche – in an unjust society creative forces can no longer come from the state, because it no longer represents a progressive class that flourishes on human reason: it represents only an exploiting class that flourishes on human reason; it represents only an exploiting class and its ability to exploit.

Now, the creative forces of art come from the street. There is no more folk art, it has become the kitsch of commercialism. But street art is creative. We should not romanticize the street – as much garbage and cruelty are found there as in the cultural institutions. Authority in unjust society must lie, the street may lie but it does not need to. Academics and national theatres cannot develop the skills of art because they no longer need art. The street needs art.
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