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Abstract 

The central purpose of this thesis is to explore the interconnections between historical, 

political, economic, and cultural context of a society and the creation of socio-cultural 

meaning through a specific theatrical style and genre. Known as In-Yer-Face (IYF) this genre 

of theatre became highly controversial and could be said to represent the zeitgeist of the 1990s 

in Britain, mainly through its reflection of post-Thatcherite concerns and anxieties relating to 

the increasingly precarious conditions of everyday life which dominated the British society at 

the time, particularly in the context of Britain’s youth. With regards to those anxieties, this 

study explores IYF theatre in light of Frank Furedi’s (1997, 2006) theories on culture of fear 

and Ulrich Beck (1992, 2001) and Anthony Giddens’ (1991, 1997) theories of 

individualization, risk society and late modern uncertainties.  

The thesis aims to align the forgoing sociological theories with the blatantly provocative, 

relentless, confrontational and aggressively shocking content of IYF theatre, the work of a 

group of young British playwrights that included Sarah Kane, Mark Ravenhill, and Anthony 

Neilson. In examining the texts of selected plays by these and other IYF playwrights, the 

thesis endeavours to understand how socio-economic circumstances can culminate in 

immense cultural shifts which in turn can alter the cultural products and artistic perspectives 

of a nation, in this case Britain during the early 1990s. To this end, the thesis is divided into 

two interconnected sections, the first of which begins by situating IYF in the broader tradition 

of avant-garde British theatre. This is followed by establishing the theoretical framework 

upon which I ground my own interpretation of IYF theatre as well as a brief examination of 

the socio-historical context of Britain in the 1990s. This first section is concluded by the study 

of IYF in alignment with other forms of cultural product, suggesting that the political and 

economic philosophy of IYF takes stylistic and methodological nourishment from punk music 
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and fashion of the 1970s. In doing so, IYF theatre is considered in a broader cultural trajectory 

of oppositional and polemical cultural practices. In this respect the similar historical, cultural 

and socio-economic state of affairs that resulted in the emergence of Punk and IYF is explored 

and analysed.  

In the second part of the thesis, three selected IYF play scripts are textually analysed to 

demonstrate how the exemplary artefacts of young playwrights of the 1990s are thematically 

representative of the socio-economic malaise dominating the society of the time. The 

overarching themes explored in these plays include, but are not limited to, the culture of 

escapism and therapy culture as a response to risk society and social insecurity, representation 

of the culture of fear within working class society and among working class subcultures such 

as skinheads, and dissociation of familial bonds and intimate relationships as a result of 

domination of post-modern interpretations of social and familial values. The thesis is drawn to 

a close by looking at the legacy of IYF in the context of contemporary British theatre, 

particularly investigating the state of today’s theatre in representing contemporary 

uncertainties, social insecurities and economic and political fears on stage.  

  



IV 
 

 

 

 

Statement of Originality 
 
 
This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any university. To the 

best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material previously published or written 

by another person except where due reference is made in the thesis itself. 

 

 

Somayeh Khani 

  



V 
 

 

 

Dedications 

 

 

This thesis work is dedicated to my husband, Keivan, who has been a constant source of 

support and encouragement during the challenges of Ph.D. and life. I am truly thankful for 

having you in my life. This work is also dedicated to Mum and Dad, who have always loved 

me unconditionally and whose good examples have taught me to work hard for the things that 

I aspire to achieve. 

  



VI 
 

Contents 

ABSTRACT ............................................................................................................................................................ II 

STATEMENT OF ORIGINALITY ..............................................................................................................................IV 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS ......................................................................................................................................VIII 

CHAPTER ONE 

IN-YER-FACE THEATRE: AN INTRODUCTION  ........................................................................... 1 

WHAT IS IN-YER-FACE? ...................................................................................................................................... 1 

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF THE CONTEXT ................................................................................................................. 6 

AIMS AND OBJECTIVES ........................................................................................................................................ 8 

CHAPTER BREAKDOWN ...................................................................................................................................... 11 

CHAPTER TWO 

FROM THE OLD AVANT-GARDE TO THE NEW PROVOCATIVE: IN-YER-FACE IN A BROADER 

THEATRICAL CONTEXT ......................................................................................................................... 17 

AN OVERVIEW OF EXPERIMENTAL THEATRE ..................................................................................................... 18 

Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty .......................................................................................................................... 23 

Pinter’s Comedy of Menace .......................................................................................................................... 25 

Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe .................................................................................................................. 26 

IYF, THE BRITISH AVANT-GARDE OF THE 1990S ............................................................................................... 28 

HOW IS THE AVANT-GARDE OF THE 1990S PERCEIVED? .................................................................................... 37 

CHAPTER THREE 

REVISITING RISK, UNCERTAINTY, AND CULTURE OF FEAR: A THEORETICAL OVERVIEW 57 

RISK AND UNCERTAINTY IN THE TIME OF GLOBALIZATION ............................................................................... 58 

CULTURE OF FEAR AND POLITICS OF FEAR ........................................................................................................ 65 

INDIVIDUALIZATION AND ITS CIRCUMSTANCES.................................................................................................. 71 

YOUNG GENERATION IN THE BRITISH SOCIETY OF THE 1990S ........................................................................... 76 

CHAPTER FOUR 

ARTISTIC RESPONSES TO RISK AND UNCERTAINTY: MUSIC AND THEATRE ........................... 85 

WHERE DID THE SHOCK COME FROM? .............................................................................................................. 88 

POLITICAL OR APOLITICAL ................................................................................................................................. 94 

IYF, BRITAIN’S PUNK THEATRE ........................................................................................................................ 99 

CHAPTER FIVE 

RESEARCHING IN-YER-FACE: METHODS, ETHICS, AND PRINCIPALS ...................................... 117 

SOCIOLOGY OF THEATRE ................................................................................................................................. 118 

SECONDARY DATA SOURCES AND SOCIO-HISTORICAL RESEARCH .................................................................... 122 

A SEMI-ETHNOGRAPHIC DATA GATHERING .................................................................................................... 127 

DRAMATURGICAL/TEXTUAL ANALYSIS ........................................................................................................... 129 

A TRIANGULATION OF METHODS ..................................................................................................................... 130 

Thematic Analysis ....................................................................................................................................... 130 

Comparative analysis .................................................................................................................................. 132 



VII 
 

CHAPTER SIX 

AN ESCAPIST PRAGMATISM: REPRESENTATIONS OF ESCAPISM RHETORIC IN SOME 

EXPLICIT POLAROIDS ........................................................................................................................... 134 

MARK RAVENHILL (1966-) .............................................................................................................................. 137 

THERAPEUTIC CULTURE: AN ESCAPE FROM THE SELF ..................................................................................... 146 

HEDONISM: AN ESCAPE FROM REALITY ........................................................................................................... 153 

SURVIVAL ATTEMPTS: AN ESCAPE FROM THE PAST INTO AN UNCERTAIN FUTURE.......................................... 161 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

FEARS FROM THE EAST END: REPRESENTATIONS OF THE CULTURE OF FEAR IN SERVING 

IT UP........................................................................................................................................................... 169 

DAVID ELDRIDGE (1973-) ................................................................................................................................ 174 

A SKINHEAD’S FEAR ........................................................................................................................................ 178 

A VARIANT DIMENSION OF YOUTHS’ ANXIETIES ............................................................................................. 198 

FEARS OF THE OLDER GENERATION ................................................................................................................. 205 

CHAPTER EIGHT 

CLOSE BONDS ARE ABSURD: DEPICTION OF RISK SOCIETY’S RELATIONSHIPS IN 

PENETRATOR .......................................................................................................................................... 213 

ANTHONY NEILSON (1967-) ............................................................................................................................. 218 

A BLEMISHED FAMILY PORTRAIT .................................................................................................................... 222 

THE CRISIS OF MASCULINITY AND DISEMPOWERMENT OF MEN ...................................................................... 241 

FRIENDSHIPS ARE DEFACED TOO ..................................................................................................................... 247 

CHAPTER NINE 

WHERE DID ALL THE PROVOCATION GO? THE LEGACY OF IN-YER-FACE THEATRE AND 

THE STATE OF BRITISH THEATRE TODAY ...................................................................................... 257 

THE STATE OF NEW WRITING AFTER IYF ........................................................................................................ 259 

THE LIFE AND/OR DEATH OF PROVOCATION AFTER IYF .................................................................................. 264 

CONTEMPORARY FEARS AND UNCERTAINTIES PERFORMED ON STAGE ............................................................ 273 

Global Economy and Recession .................................................................................................................. 274 

War on Terror and Terrorism after 9/11 .................................................................................................... 279 

Migrants and Asylum Seekers ..................................................................................................................... 285 

BRITISH THEATRE IN THE WAKE OF BREXIT .................................................................................................... 289 

CONCLUSION ........................................................................................................................................... 296 

WORKS CITED .................................................................................................................................................. 301 

 

 

  



VIII 
 

Acknowledgements  

This thesis benefitted from the help, support and advice of a great number of people. First and 

foremost, I would like to thank my supervisor and mentor Professor Andy Bennett for his 

tireless encouragement, support, faith, and wise counsel. Words cannot begin to express the 

depth of my gratitude to him. He has shaped my view of the field of sociology and my view 

of the world, and he has shown me the importance of maintaining one’s own voice at all costs. 

He has been an indispensable and inspirational guide throughout this process, and I am truly 

honoured to have him as a mentor, walking by my side on my journey into academia. 

I thank the Griffith University for accepting me as a student and for the three-year and a half 

Scholarship and living allowance I was granted. Without this, I would not have been able to 

consider undertaking this doctoral enquiry, and the support has been much appreciated. Huge 

thanks go to the School of Humanities, Linguistics and Social Sciences for supporting me 

through the bulk of the study; this support has been invaluable. Thanks to the Conference 

Presentation Fund for grants to attend TASA Conference in Adelaide and ESA annual 

Conference in Prague. 

I am indebted to Doctor Linda Hassall for her generous support and guidance throughout the 

first stages of my candidature. I am also grateful to Doctor David Baker who has given astute 

advice and compassion. I am extremely appreciative of the support and kindness of Professor 

Patricia Wise and Professor Christopher Lee. I also owe many thanks to friends and 

colleagues, Hamid Amini Moghadam, Goli Talaei, Hasti Abbassi and Hafsa J. Khan for their 

inspiration, encouragement and friendship that made this journey more enjoyable.  

Finally, my deepest love and thanks goes to my parents, Roya Hussein Panahi and Teimour 

Khani and my husband, Keivan Ghavami, who continued to believe in me even when I did 

not believe in myself. I am eternally grateful for their unwavering support, patience and love 

throughout this process, without which this project would not have been possible. 



1 
 

 

 

Chapter One  
 

 

 

In-Yer-Face Theatre: An Introduction 
 

 

 

What Is In-Yer-Face? 

Cougar  We’re all as bad as each other. All hungry little cannibals  

at our own cannibal party. So fuck the milk of human and 

 welcome to the abattoir! (Ridley 2002, p. 150)  

Tracing the progress in British theatrical productions since the 1950s reveals that social and 

political matters have become the pervasive theme of a vast number of plays. Indeed, 

Billington (in Aragay et al. 2007) indicates: “half of the theatre’s function is to deal with 

current reality – British theatre has been founded on that for the last 50 years” (p.112). During 

the late-1950s and into the mid-1960s the so called ‘kitchen sink realism’ (kitchen sink 

drama), emerging with John Osborn’s debut Look Back in Anger (1957), initiated a new style 

and language for the theatre of the time, portraying the everyday life struggles of Britons on 

stage. During the same decade, the bleakness of ‘absurdist theatre’ introduced a worldview 

through which a modern ‘existential’ human condition focused on the senselessness of life in 

general, and modern social conduct in particular was explored. More precisely, the absurdist 
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theatre reflected on the shattered condition of social and religious values dominating Western 

societies after the Second World War. Although, the genre initially took its inspiration from 

Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (1953), then expanded through works of other 

playwrights writing in French such as Eugene Ionesco and Jene Genet, it had its inevitable 

impact on the British playwriting of the later 1950s. Taking thematic and stylistic 

nourishment from these preceding avant-garde, social-realist and existentialist genres, a more 

aggressive and spectacularly controversial avant-garde theatre began to dominate British 

theatre during the 1990s, later labelled In-Yer-Face theatre.  

Historically speaking, it is never an easy matter to identify a point in time wherein a 

specific cultural phenomenon occurs. Yet, throughout this thesis the mid-1990s years 

surrounding Sarah Kane’s Blasted (January 1995) is indeed pivotal in recognizing the 

emergence of a new genre of theatre. A highly disturbing play, Blasted, depicted extreme 

violence, rough language, and direct physical abuse on a small theatre stage at the Royal 

Court Theatre Upstairs. The night Blasted was performed became a turning point for British 

drama, being at once an extreme moment of excitement and one of contradictory disputation. 

Neither the theatre goers nor the critics had expected to witness a bold experimental 

representation of war. The controversy surrounding Kane’s debut marked the emergence of a 

cohort of dramatists who were determined to have their voice heard by means of the 

innovative style and unconventional themes they explored in their works. In the view of Sierz, 

the British theatre critic who coined the term In-Yer-Face Theatre in his 2001 book under the 

same title, In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today, the plays included in IYF theatre, most 

typically, ‘involved a stage language that emphasized rawness, intensity and swearing, and 

stage images that showed acute pain or comfortless vulnerability’ (Sierz 2001, p. 57).  
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In addition to the more discernible aesthetic features such as vulgar language and 

explicit physical torture, references to cultural dispositions of the 1990s such as drug abuse, 

precarious sexual orientations, and increasing inclinations toward carelessness are dominant 

attributes of plays staged during the mid-1990s. Nudity had also become a representative of 

plays by young playwrights, not symbolizing physical liberation but human vulnerability and 

victimization. Moreover, young socially marginalized and economically deprived characters 

were seen to rule over the theatre stages more often, objecting the bleakness and 

purposelessness of their lives through their aggressive behaviours or disinterestedness in the 

consequences of their actions. While, in a similar fashion to absurdist theatre, the 1990s 

British theatre demonstrated and also questioned the meaninglessness of life, it blended shock 

and discomfort with this absurdity to highlight the gravity of the subject matter. In this 

theatre, confrontational extremism, both visually and thematically, was an inevitable feature 

to emphasize the youthful angst. Indeed, to accent the potent effect of such extremist 

approach in the plays, Sierz (2001, p. 4) asserts: 

A type of drama that takes the audience by the scruff of the neck and shakes it until it 

gets the message. It is a theatre of sensation: it jolts both actors and spectators out of 

conventional responses, touching nerves and provoking alarms. 

War, social injustice, sexual inequality, queer-related issues, unemployment, explicit racism, 

devaluation of religious beliefs, and alienation of human in social environment were among 

the most prevalent themes explored in the plays. However, what made these plays distinctives 

from the preceding theatrical examples of similar thematic explorations was the in-yer-face 

aesthetic represented though experimental format, profane language, and disturbingly violent 

images imbedded in the works.    
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During the time that the succession of controversially disturbing and confronting plays 

were dominant in British theatre, several labels were in the air, used by critics and 

commentators to categorize the works within a catchy and attractive phrase. A phrase such as 

‘Urban Ennui’ was mentioned by critics and academics in several newspaper articles1 and 

interviews to address the new theatrical trend on stage, mainly referring to the portrayal of 

‘abrasive city life’ in the plays. There were also other phrases such as ‘New Brutalism’ and 

‘Neo-Jacobeanism’, respectively emphasizing the aspect of being explicitly brutal and having 

links to the traditions of the Jacobean theatre circa 1603-1625 (Sierz 2002). Both these terms 

were gradually dismissed along the way because of being partial in defining the overall 

attributes of the plays. In addition to these partially explanatory branding terms, the phrase in-

yer-face was extensively being used as an informal adjective in sports such as basketball and 

boxing since the 1970s and later to describe dance and music, meaning bold, blatantly 

aggressive and defiant, and later as a general adjective or exclamation in the popular culture 

during the 1990s. With Sierz’s (2001) introductory account of the genre, the term “In-Yer-

Face Theatre” became widely accepted by critics and academics to recognize the 

characteristics of the genre. A term that, he believes, can best define the immediacy of the 

graphic images and language the writers employ. 

Before Kane staged Blasted, there were other young playwrights such as Anthony 

Neilson, Martin Crimp, and Philip Ridley, who were staging the same circle of themes with 

less shocking and disturbing materials. For instance, Phillip Ridelly took on disturbing 

motives, of almost similar nature to Blasted, from January 1991 by performing Pitchfork 

Disney in the Bush Theatre, followed by The Fastest Clock in the Universe in 1992 and Ghost 

from a Perfect Place in 1994. A few months after Pitchfork Disney, Neilson’s Normal: The 

                                                           
1 The Guardian, 13 March 1996; The Times, 1 May 1996; The Times, 14 May 1997.  
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Dusseldorf Ripper (originally titled Normal) hit the theatre in October 1991. Three years after 

his sensational and controversial debut, Neilson staged Penetrator in January 1994 and three 

months after that, in March, staged Year of the Family which both directly and explicitly 

reflected on the nature of human relationships. These earlier examples were distributed often 

years apart from each other, not convincing enough for theatre critics and academics to 

presume that an emerging genre was arriving to alter British theatre. Therefore, Kane’s 

Blasted is widely known to be the starting point for the recognition of the birth of In-Yer-Face 

(IYF)2 theatre. 

Another playwright who began his career with Kane was Mark Ravenhill whose 

debut, Shopping and Fucking, was produced in September 1996 in Royal Court Theatre 

Upstairs. Criticising the modern monetarist nature of human and explicitly dealing with queer 

sexual relationships and HIV, Ravenhill’s play consolidated the already establishing 

provocative theatre and compelled the critics and their audiences acknowledge the existing 

genre as the issue of a fresh wave of alternative and avant-garde form of theatre which is 

starting to shake the body of dramatic practices through the eyes of academics and theatre 

critics. From the mid-1990s onward to the end of the decade, the flux of young writers to 

depict explicit violence, brutal social and sexual inequalities, and nihilistic views on human 

social interaction, increased markedly: “theatre was suddenly newsworthy again. Wherever 

you looked, there seemed to be some young playwright eager to cut their teeth on the 

zeitgeist” (Sierz 1998, p. 324). To name a few other works which helped to affirm the arrival 

of youthful shock and aggression to British theatre, we could refer to Kane’s other works such 

as Phaedra’s Love (1996), Crave (1997), Cleansed (1997), and 4:48 Psychosis (staged 

posthumously in 2000), Ravenhill’s Faust Is Dead (1997), Handbag (1998), and Some 

                                                           
2 To save word counts throughout the thesis, the acronym replaces the longer form of the phrase. 
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Explicit Polaroids (1999), Neilson’s The Night before Chrismas (1995) and The censor 

(1997), David Eldridge’s Fighting for Breath (1995), A Week with Tony (1996), Serving It Up 

and Summer Begins (1997), Joe Penhall’s Some Voices (1994), Pale Horse (1995), and Love 

and Understanding (1997), Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life (1997), Tracy Letts’ Killer Joe 

(1993), Phyllis Naghy’s Butterfly Kiss (1994), Ptrick Marber’s Closer (1997), Niomi 

Wallace’s Slaughter City (1996), and Jez Butterworth’s Mojo (1995). Given the prevalence of 

the explicitly disturbing themes the plays of the decade were exploring, like any other major 

shift or avant-garde sensation that is eventually dubbed, critics, journalists, and academics 

struggled hard to find an appropriate label to group the playwrights as an assembly of 

emerging young artists.  

A Brief Overview of the Context 

As sociology scholars (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Robb 1999) argue, the very 

controversial decade of the nineties had begun with the collapse of the Berlin Wall in 1989, a 

collapse that changed the ideologies and worldview of a generation who realized that even the 

impenetrable man-made barriers of that gravity can fall. A number of other political and 

social swings happening not long before the fall of Berlin Wall such as the advent of 

globalization and growth of the free market economy, betokened the start of a new era. On top 

of these shifts, Britain experienced the prevalence of social insecurities due to Thatcherite 

policies in privatization and individualization that resulted in underlying cultural and social 

changes. The prevalent cultural and economic shifts became apparent in cultural industries, 

including theatre, with regards to the declining trend of subsidization and the dominance of 

the neoliberal economy which empowered the free market as a result. In addition to the 

economic changes bringing about new forms of budgeting systems for theatre companies, the 
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subject matter and the predominant themes of the drama of the time transformed dramatically. 

This was due to the broader socio-cultural circumstances such as prevalence of 

individualization, loss of communal and collective means of tackling the social predicaments, 

and forcefully embracing a purposeless life due to high rates of unemployment among young 

people. Given the societal and cultural disputes associated with British society during the 

1990s and some years earlier, a more liberal platform became available for alternative and 

avant-garde performances. Therefore, this thesis takes the position that as a deeply graphic 

form of theatre, IYF depicted a generation of socially dislocated individuals and their 

precariousness and anxieties that has the capacity to be read in broad social contexts.  

IYF, I argue, is an oppositional artistic expression to the socio-economic hysteria and a 

critical commentary on the neoliberal policies of the decade. The young playwrights of this 

genre of theatre staged their angst of belonging to a fragmented society occupied by self-

preservative and self-oriented individuals who struggled to give structure and meaning to their 

precarious freedoms. In order to address the cultural and social significance of IYF plays I 

draw on Ulrich Beck’s (Beck 1992; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001) and Anthony Giddens’ 

(1991, 1998) notion of risk society, individualization and uncertainty in the reflexive-modern 

world and Frank Furedi’s (1997, 2005, 2006) theory of a culture of fear, the latter, according 

to Furedi, dominating our everyday lives.  

In expanding the attributes of IYF theatre, one should note that the shock tactic 

becomes an inducible device for the playwrights of this genre of theatre to mobilize a 

particular form of consciousness in their audiences. Apart from the instant shock that this 

tactic stimulates in the mind of the beholder, it ignites a sense of detachment from the 

accepted norms being addressed in the shocking rupture of the taboos. In detaching the 

individual from his/her set of beliefs, the hegemonic ideologies are disaggregated to form a 
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new consciousness about the social, economic and political circumstances of the society the 

audience lives in. The shock tactic can also be a demand for deeper investigation of the 

problematic subject matter or even to show the gravity of the devastating effect of the 

situation which is being demonstrated on stage. The circumstances which prompted this 

outburst have been discussed and mentioned in many different studies and interviews with the 

academics of theatre studies and the critics of British theatre. However, the origins of the 

shock-technic utilized in the majority of IYF works has never been addressed in terms of its 

common grounds with the shock-effect used in other preceding cultural productions or art 

forms, such as punk, one of the musical phenomenon most associated with shocking content 

and tone. In this respect, one of the objectives of this study is to bring forward the idea to 

consider IYF as a continuation of punk’s technics as well as ideologies. I further draw upon 

the aims of this thesis in the following section.  

Aims and Objectives 

In this study, the works of IYF are explored in order to discover the representation of themes 

suggested by Beck (1992,2001), Giddens (1991,1998), and Furedi (1997, 2005, 2006) such as 

escapism, self-preservation, social dislocation, political apathy, and hybrid identification, the 

latter signifying the ever-changing social and familial classifications that are replacing the old 

social structure. Thus, IYF theatre is argued to consist of individual playwrights who express 

their political discontent, fears, and concerns in distinct styles, each exploring different 

aspects of the risk society, enlightening their audiences from distinct perspectives. Form this 

viewpoint, I suggest that the Thatcherite privatization and individualization offered the 

autonomy to the individual playwrights of the mid-nineties to “struggle with intimate 
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problems” as individuals and then “help actively to reconstruct the universe of social activity 

around them” (Giddens 1991, p. 12).  

I, therefore, argue that the plays of IYF exhibit how the individuals of a nation can be 

gradually destroyed and fragmented by large scale of socioeconomic shifts. There is no sign 

of fear of the authoritarian figures or even respect, but rather humiliation and disdain towards 

the values represented as social merits by the state. Although the playwrights could be said to 

belong to the generation referred to as ‘Thatcher’s children’, but what they represent in their 

plays are by some means more universal than what they faced during those times of struggle 

as the generation of the Thatcher’s era. The scenes of war represented in these plays are not 

about anything going on in Britain, rather in other countries which are facing civil wars such 

as Bosnia. The violence they picture is not merely a representation of British life as the fears 

the characters of the plays are facing are more general and universal fears which are the 

outcomes of contemporary society. 

Given the focus of the scholarship of IYF on mainly the superficial elements such as 

depiction of violence, nudity, and voyeuristic confrontation (See Chapter Two for a more 

detailed discussion of such scholarship), I argue that IYF plays need to be read beyond the 

simple notion of symbolic violence and sexual conflicts of a generation to grasp the 

immediacy of the subject matter rather than the way it is presented. To this end, the current 

thesis project aims to contribute to the field of sociology of theatre by incorporating a content-

based study of exemplary plays of IYF with theories of sociology of risk society. In this 

respect, the theatrical aesthetic of this genre of theatre are waived in favour of the underlying 

socio-political message embedded in the content and context of the works of the young 

playwrights of the mid-1990s. Therefore, as one of the distinguishing objectives of this study, 
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that introduces a theory-oriented sociological study of IYF, I hope to develop an 

interdisciplinary dialogue between theatre as the most social practice among various cultural 

productions and the theory-based study of the society within which theatre is performed.  

As previously noted, I also suggest that there is a systematic similarity between punk 

music and fashion of the 1970s and IYF in their utilization of shocking and provocative 

images, language, lighting, sounds, and lyrics to convey the emergency of their message to 

both their audience and the academics. In aligning the theories of fear, risk, and 

individualization with IYF, I will further explore the socioeconomic context of the time to 

look at both the playwrights and the theatre company directors’ breakaway from the preceding 

playwrighting styles and production technic, respectively. This excavation of the two-fold 

creativity present in IYF plays’ production leads to another comparative analysis of IYF’s 

possible similarities to punk’s means of production within similar socio-political 

circumstances. In this respect, I look at punk’s ‘do-it-yourself’ philosophy in producing and 

distributing their works as a vital cultural trajectory within which IYF theatre could emerge.  

Therefore, the purpose of this study is to take IYF as an empirical case for a conceptual study 

of impacts of art in society and the importance of theatre as an artistic medium in developing 

the social and cultural and global awareness of the audiences. From this view point theatre is 

considered as a call for a more integrated social interaction between different members of a 

society in order to collectively find a solution for the issues being addressed. The cumulation 

of these analysis and comparisons are presented to answer the following questions: 

 In what aesthetic, technical, and thematic ways IYF can be linked to the cultural 

provocation of punk in 1970s.   
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 What kinds of socio-political concerns and anxieties were shared by youth in Britain 

during the 1990s and how are anxieties attributed to risk society are articulated in the 

works of IYF theatre?  

 What is the thematic and aesthetic legacy of IYF in the contemporary British theatre 

and how is risk society depicted in today’s theatre? 

Chapter Breakdown  

The sociological study of IYF theatre presented in this thesis is divided into two sections. 

Section one places its focus on situating IYF within the broader British theatrical tradition 

including avant-garde and experimental theatre as well as political drama. The second part of 

the thesis aims to offer close textual analysis of three selected IYF plays, therefore it begins 

with the methods utilized for that purpose. The breakdown of chapters is as follows: 

Section One 

Chapter Two: From the Old Avant-garde to the New Provocative: In-Yer-Face in a 

Broader Theatrical Context 

This chapter begins with the chronical of the realist avant-garde drama within the history of 

British drama, specifically British theatre after the Second World War. While I articulate the 

contributions of the former works devoted to IYF theatre, three major theatre schools are 

examined to highlight the path during which a provocative theatre such as IYF emerged. Then 

the state of theatre critics in Britain’s theatre industry is demonstrated and the significance of 

their role in creating an encouraging or refuting platform for emerging provocative styles such 

as IYF’s is explained. This section is followed by a full-length account of previous studies to 

date on IYF theatre, particularly the ones that laid their focus on the context wherein IYF was 

forged. To this end, I highlight the works of the most prominent critics and academics whose 
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works significantly contribute to the understanding of IYF. In addition, the limitations of the 

existing literature are presented to catalogue the gaps that this thesis aims to address. 

Chapter Three: Risk, Uncertainty, and the Culture of Fear 

In Chapter Three, I establish the theoretical framework upon which I ground my own original 

interpretation of IYF theatre. As I show, the theatrical and aesthetic focus of theatre academics 

and critics has arguably taken any study and analysis of IYF away from conceptualizing the 

context using the contemporary sociological and cultural theories and this very view becomes 

the basis of this research. Building the argument on the socioeconomic struggles of Britain 

during the 1990s, I highlight the predicaments of entering a post-industrialized, 

individualized, insecure era ruled by neoliberal policies. I will theorize the social status of 

England in this period of time applying Beck’s (1992, 2001) and Gidden’s (1991, 1998) 

theories of risk society and individualization and Furedi’s (1997, 2005, 2006) study of culture 

of fear in a risk society. 

Chapter Four: Artistic Responses to Risk and Uncertainty: Music and Theatre 

In Chapter Four, I set out a comparative analysis of IYF theatre with punk music and fashion 

of the 1970s. Exploring the ideologies of the IYF writers, it becomes apparent that they follow 

a punk style in two different perspectives; one is the production of their works and the other is 

the sudden outburst of opposition to the dominant style of art in each of the fields. This 

chapter also reflects on the political state of IYF, exploring how its political stance is 

perceived by the academics and critics. In this respect, I argue that although the common 

belief among the critics of the 1990s theatre was that the political voice had faded away from 

the British stage, IYF theatre is a strongly political voice of young playwrights within that 

history. I also point to the economic shifts in theatre companies with respect to the budget 

transitions in privet sector to investigate the economic circumstances which kindled the 
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outburst of this controversial oppositional theatre. To present the state of artistic use of shock 

and provocation in response to socio-political circumstances, I flag out the presence of shock-

value, along with other artistic techniques, in the works of both punk and IYF to emphasize 

how IYF can be the continuation of a broader oppositional cultural trajectory. 

Section Two 

Chapter Five: Researching In-Yer-Face: Methods, Ethics, and Principals 

Chapter Five provides a brief explanation of the methodologies and methods used to conduct 

the research. In doing so, I clarify how dramaturgical analysis is going to be used as the basis 

for applying the aforementioned theories on the text and context of the plays and how the 

secondary data sources, reviews, archives and written accounts by academic scholars will 

form the resources of the project. To apply a textual/contextual analysis on the texts I will use 

excerpts from the written text of selected plays, including Ravenhill’s Some Explicit 

Polaroids, Eldridge’s Serving It Up, and Neilson’s Penetrator. The thematic excavation of 

these plays will serve the main aim of this thesis which is representation of risk, uncertainty 

and culture of fear in British theatre of the 1990s.  

Chapter Six: An Escapist Pragmatism: Representations of Escapism Rhetoric in Some 

Explicit Polaroids 

Chapter Six, looks at the first selected case study of the project which is Ravenhill’s Some 

Explicit Polaroids (1999). In thematically analysing this play, I investigate some attributes of 

risk society and individualization such as the escapist culture, club culture, self-help therapy 

culture, among other things. These selected themes are textually excavated against the setting 

of the play as well as the ideologies and social attitudes of two different generations depicted 

through the characters. 
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Chapter Seven: Fears from the East End: Representations of the Culture of Fear in 

Serving It Up 

Chapter Seven presents the second case study, Eldridge’s Serving It Up. The selected themes 

of this play mainly revolve around the social and personal insecurities felt by the residents of 

an exemplary borough of London, the East End. Since the play represents a member of a 

specific subculture, skinheads, as its main character, the thematic analysis will also take 

analytical nourishments from the cultural understanding of skinheads in the socio-cultural 

environment of the 1990s. In this chapter, I argue that Serving It Up can suggest how the 

socio-economic circumstances of the 1980s and 1990s has further alienated a socially and 

politically marginalized skinhead, resulting in a deeper identity crisis in a member of a 

subculture widely known as delinquent.  

Chapter Eight: Close Bonds Are Absurd: Depiction of Risk Society’s Relationships in 

Penetrator 

In Chapter Eight, the state of human relationships inside the family, between the sexes, and in 

among friends is investigated in the final case study, Neilson’s Penetrator, to reveal how 

attributes of second modernity and de-industrialization have affected these social institutions. 

The overarching theme of this chapter consists of the fragmented state of post-modern 

families, men’s concern with women’s empowerment in post-modern societies, and 

representations of risk aversion in human interactions with friends. 

Chapter Nine: Where did all the provocation go? The Legacy of In-Yer-Face Theatre in the 

Future of British Theatre   

Drawing on recent socio-political shifts in Britain and consequently changes in theatre 

production in London, Chapter Nine primarily looks at the traces of IYF genre’s attributes in 

the British theatre today. This exploration includes an investigation of the stylistic alterations 

of theatre companies in depicting the same sociological themes in their production as well as 
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the reception and popularity of recent extreme theatre in bringing social and political 

awareness to its audiences. In addition, brief examples of contemporary plays are explored to 

investigate theatre’s response to ever-increasing social uncertainties and culture of fear in the 

wake of financial break-down in 2007-8, aftermath of 9/11 and War-On-terror, as well as the 

migration crisis in the last two decades. Finally, I draw together some conclusions from the 

thesis by picturing the importance of IYF plays in prophetically addressing the social 

pathologies that has resulted in Britain’s recent political upheaval known as Brexit. I 

specifically draw upon the significance of theatre as a social art which is utilized by both 

theatre practitioners and the artists to develop the sense of awareness in the audience. This 

Chapter also includes a concluding remark that draws all the threads of the thesis together. 
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Chapter Two 
 

 

 

From the Old Avant-garde to the New 

Provocative: In-Yer-Face in a Broader 

Theatrical Context 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Pushing the theatrical boundaries and utilizing new extreme methods in producing 

their works, IYF practitioners were influenced by the work of their pioneer avant-gardist 

peers. To consider a play as a piece of IYF work, it should be avant-garde and experimental in 

both form and theatrical style and as Rosse-Evans (1984, p. 1) states “to experiment is to 

make a foray into the unknown”. This thesis takes the position that the emergence of IYF must 

be placed in the context of a broader history of avant-garde theatre in Britain. This chapter 

examines this history and summarizes this rich legacy of theatre on which playwrights 

associated with IYF drew. To discuss how the earlier avant-garde forms of theatre influenced 
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the British theatre of the 1990s, this background literature is divided into four sections, the 

first of which is a very brief overview of Experimental theatre in general. This overview is 

followed by a discussion based around three main playwrights or theatre schools (Artaud and 

Theatre of Cruelty, Pinter and Theatre of Menace, and Barker and Theatre of Catastrophe). 

These theatre schools are believed by many scholars (Aragay et al. 2007; D'Monté & 

Saunders 2007; Edgar 1999; Foster 1996; Sierz 2012) to have had the most aesthetic and 

systematic impact on IYF writers’ theatrical style. Following a brief introduction of these 

schools, I will trace the relationships between Artaud, Pinter, Barker, and the IYF playwrights 

to explore the impact these well-established theatre practitioners had on the writing of the 

younger generation more precisely. After exploring the legacy of avant-garde theatre, the role 

of theatre critics in creating a platform upon which IYF playwrights were able to rise is 

investigated. This is followed by an extended examination of the existing scholarship on IYF 

plays and playwrights to identify gaps in the current studies of the 1990s British theatre which 

I argue lays in the absence of a theory-based sociological analysis of the genre. 

An Overview of Experimental Theatre  

In the study of theatre and drama various dimensions of producing a theatrical work, 

from writing the play-script to staging it, become crucial in classifying and labelling different 

genres of drama. Very often the classifications are based on a shift, whether major or minor, 

in the form of the play, style of writing, directing, and performing. In the artistic exploration 

of these shifts and the new methods being utilised in the production of plays by playwrights 

and artistic directors of theatre, new genres or schools of drama come into being. 

Experimental or avant-garde theatre refers to any type of theatre that aims to generate radical 

changes in either the themes or structure of drama of its time. In defining the concept of 
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avant-garde, one should realize the complications existing in categorizing an artistic style or a 

cultural event under the blanket of avant-garde. As Warden (2012, p. 4) states: “The term 

‘avant-garde’ has been interpreted in so many ways that it has become almost impossibly 

loaded”.  However, throughout this thesis3 the concept is referred to as a cultural phenomenon 

that is best defined by the avant-garde playwright, Ionesco (1960, p. 45): 

The avant-garde would seem to be an artistic and cultural phenomenon of a precursory 

nature, which tallies with its literal meaning. It would be a kind of ‘pre-style’ 

indicating and pointing a direction of a change which will triumph in the end, a change 

which will truly change everything. This amounts to saying that the avant-garde 

cannot generally be recognized until after the event; when they have succeeded, when 

the avant-garde writers and artists have acquired a following, when they have founded 

a prevailing school, a cultural style which is recognized and will conquer an age. 

Consequently, one can only see that there has been an avant-garde when it no longer 

exists as such, when it has in fact become a rear guard when it has been joined and 

even outstripped by the main army”. 4 

As it can be understood from Ionesco’s concise description, the modes of experimental theatre 

have changed over time as the more popular and mainstream theatre adopts specific 

characteristics of the works which have once been considered avant-garde (Foster 1996). The 

foremost purpose of the avant-garde is to reject the hegemonic ideologies, resist the 

conventional forms of art and, in the case of theatre, to build a new theatrical structure and 

                                                           
3 In addition to references to avant-garde art, in Chapter Four the comparative analysis between punk and IYF, 

also, relies on the preconception that both artistic practices are avant-garde. Therefore, the same definition 

applies to the concept of avant-garde throughout this thesis.  
4 By ‘main army’, Ionesco refers to the mainstream form of artistic production or the popular culture in the case 

of the cultural phenomenon he includes in this definition.  
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style through which new means of communication with the audience is created. In this 

respect, from the early years of the 20th century avant-garde/experimental theatre set out to 

represent an opponent of naturalistic theatre.  

Experimental theatre is acknowledged as beginning with Alfred Jarry’s avant-garde 

play Ubu Roi (1896) which became a foundational work for future playwrights, due to the 

disquiet it promoted among its audiences. It has been cited by most theatre historians as “the 

beginning of the performative avant-garde” (Schneider 1997, p. 139). Ubu-Roi can be 

acknowledged as the play that encouraged a popular emergence in experimental theatrical 

forms in the 20th century. Roose-Evans (1984) suggests that during the same time period, 

another practitioner, Constantine Stanislavsky, was considered as avant-garde as he brought 

new methods to the realm of theatre production. In his technique called the ‘System’, 

Stanislavsky suggests giving the actor emotional and subconscious authority in rehearsals so 

that the actor is able to enact inner motives of the character he/she plays on stage. This 

method has become the predominant technique employed by mainstream theatre during the 

20th century.  However, as is the case with the advent of most of the avant-garde practitioners 

that lose currency as avant-garde (the new becomes old) following the emergence of new 

methods, styles, and forms, Stanislavsky is not considered avant-garde anymore. For 

Stanislavsky the role of the actor is of crucial importance as it is the actor who has the 

responsibility of bringing back the vitality to theatre through the ‘organic nature of their 

acting’ (Roose-Evans 1984, p. 10). He brought the concept of real versus unreal images to 

theatre, this indeed becomes the foundation of Artaud’s ‘theatre of cruelty’: “The time for 

unreal on the stage had arrived. It was necessary to picture not life itself as it takes place in 

reality” wrote Stanislavsky, “but as we vaguely feel it in our dreams, our vision, our moments 

of spiritual uplift” (Ibid, p.9).  Referring to the concept of ‘unreal’ as a means of producing 
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plays on stage, Stanislavsky suggested picturing the real events of life in an unrealistic 

approach which, for example, does not necessarily involve a real depiction of blood shedding. 

This method was a reaction to Emil Zola’s school of naturalism that revolved around 

recreating and staging the events in a play exactly similar to real-life events. This indeed 

required a more naturalistic experience in production which in turn needs a more imaginative 

mind as this form relies on actual experiential behaviours. Stanislavsky and his fellow theatre 

actor and director, Vladimir Nemirovich-Danchenko founded the Moscow Art Theatre which 

was a crucial moment in not only the Russian theatre, but in the history of the Western 

Theatre world. Because, as Roose-Evans (1984, p. 8) believes, it was a rebellion against the 

orthodox, formal pattern of acting which was melodrama and also hostile to ‘a star system’ 

that was critical of promoting an ‘ensemble style of acting’. 

From the outset, experimental theatre undertook a very exuberant journey due to its 

theatrical innovations. This is in regard to experimental theatre’s experimentation with the 

form and in terms of the social and political controversy it offered to the theatrical sphere. 

During the 20th century various innovative concepts have been introduced to drama which 

were later categorized as experimental theatre, such as ‘Poor Theatre’ by Jerzy Grotowski 

(1933-1999), ‘Epic Theatre’ by Bertolt Brecht (1898-1956) which focused on the didactic 

nature of theatre, ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ by Antonin Artaud (1896-1948), ‘Agit-prop Theatre’ 

during the 1920s which consisted of highly political and leftist theatre, the ‘Third Theatre’ by 

Eugenio Barba (1936- ), ‘kitchen sink’ social realism associated with the theatrical movement 

of ‘angry young men’ during the late 1950s and the ‘theatre of absurd’ coined by Martin 

Esslin in 1962. Each one of these directors or actors identified a different aspect of production 

and/or performance to bring innovation into theatre practices, these aspects could vary from 

acting and directing to sound and lighting of the production. For instance, contrary to 
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Stanislavsky’s view on stressing the role of the actor, for directors such as Gordon Craig 

(1872-1966), Vsevolod Meyerhold (1874-1940), and Max Reinhardt (1873-1943) the 

director’s role was highlighted as the most important when it came to making theatre. Among 

these three directors, in addition to placing emphasis on the role of the director, Craig also 

shared some ideas with Adolphe Appia (1862-1928). Appia is considered a visionary as he 

placed importance on the vital impact of the technical elements of production including 

lighting. Given the different styles each of the avant-garde practitioners followed, one needs 

to understand that “on the surface the avant-garde as a whole seems united primarily in terms 

of what they are against: the rejection of social institutions and established artistic 

conventions, or antagonism towards the public as representative of existing order” (Innes 

1993, p. 1). 

However powerful each of these avant-garde styles of production proved to be, they 

were eventually displaced by new innovations that succeeded them, as the nature of 

experimental theatre in general and any form of art in particular is to keep evolving. One of 

the main reasons for this, Baz Kershaw (2004) suggests, is because after a period of time the 

unique techniques of the avant-garde practitioners are being utilized by so many other 

directors and actors that the style they were introducing gradually becomes incorporated into 

more mainstream genres of theatre. Contradicting the conformist political theatre of its time 

and rejecting the ideological consensus of their society, IYF theatre is identified as another 

experimental approach to theatrical form in the history of British social-realist drama. In order 

to properly situate IYF in this tradition of experimental theatre, it is necessary to present a 

brief account of the three avant-garde theatrical forms/schools that had significant impact on 

IYF playwrights. 
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Artaud’s Theatre of Cruelty 

When exploring the violence and cruelty brought to the stage by IYF playwrights and 

producers, the ideas and theories of an influential avant-garde practitioner of the twentieth 

century becomes apparent in their works. Artaud (1958) introduced his theory of ‘Theatre of 

Cruelty’ (French: Théâtre de la Cruauté) in his book The Theatre and Its Double (first 

published in French in 1938). Thereupon, Artaud (1958, p. 84) demanded a type of theatre in 

“which events do not exceed, whose resonance is deep within us, dominating the instability of 

the time” in the “catastrophic period we live in”. Artaud’s theory of theatre without a doubt, 

as Warden (2012) states has had a tremendous influence on the contemporary dramatic form, 

including English contemporary drama. 

 Artaud’s philosophy of ‘theatre’ and ‘cruelty’ was vastly different from the idiomatic 

meanings associated with these terms as he looks at theatre as a practice whereby the audience 

- previously considered to be more passive spectators – becomes actively involved through 

their direct emotional investment. As such ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ is a form of theatre that 

“wakes us up: nerves and heart” (Artaud 1958, p. 84) and “acts upon us like a spiritual 

therapeutic whose touch can never be forgotten” (Ibid, p.85). Artaud believed that the theatre 

of his time had lost touch with having any real influence on the spectator as it lacked the sense 

of cruelty that exists in most acts of the real world. The cruelty he spoke of is an internal 

cruelty that exists in the act of creation itself, the creation of the world, humanity, and the way 

theatre expressed this world. He firmly states that the cruelty he refers to is “a matter of 

neither of sadism nor bloodshed” (Ibid, p.101), and as Gorelick (2011, p. 263) effectively 

summarizes it: 
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Cruelty is, more profoundly, the unrelenting agitation of a life that has become 

unnecessary, lazy, or removed from a compelling force. The Theatre of Cruelty gives 

expression to everything that is ‘crime, love, war, or madness’ in order to 

‘unforgettably root within us the ideas of perpetual conflict, a spasm in which life is 

continually lacerated, in which everything in creation rises up and asserts itself against 

our appointed rank. 

The theatre Artaud established relies on signs, gestures, movements, and masks rather 

than words and verbal language to communicate and it “should reflect not the everyday reality 

of naturalism, but rather those intimations that are beyond the reach of words” (Roose-Evans 

1984, p. 1). In Artaud’s view the human individual needs to be given the chance to disclose 

“his taste for crime, his erotic obsessions, his savagery, his chimeras, his utopian sense of life 

and matter, even his cannibalism” (Ibid, p.92) from an inner perspective by taking him back 

to his primitive nature with the help of the language of his dreams. This being so, the art of 

theatre, he suggests, can put the human in an ongoing, everlasting battle between himself and 

the inhumane, catastrophic life, the cruelty of which appears to him so explicitly only in the 

world of dreams. Artaud experienced mental health problems all his life, he was 

institutionalised and consequently he was criticised for being a ‘lunatic’ and his theories 

pertaining to performance are still widely debated and contested (Scheer 2004). However, he 

is acknowledged as a major influence on 20th century drama and recognised as being a major 

influence on many avant-garde playwrights. The French playwright Jean Genet (1910-1986) 

depicts an Artaudian sense of cruelty in his play Balcony (1955) making him a critically 

acclaimed practitioner of the theatre of cruelty. Other major dramatists of the 20th century who 

were influenced by Artaud included directors, such as the British theatre and film director, 

Peter Brook, and the Polish theatre director Jerzy Grotowski who also utilized some aesthetic 
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aspects of Artaud’s methods in producing plays. Having discussed Artaud’s theatrical 

theories, the focus now turns towards Pinter’s ‘comedy of menace’ as what many regard as 

the second most influential theatrical style on the IYF plays. 

Pinter’s Comedy of Menace 

Going forward to the mid-20th century, Harold Pinter’s theatre of menace generated 

waves of controversy that are akin to that caused by Artaud in the earlier period. Unlike 

Artaud’s self-identified style, ‘Theatre of Cruelty’, Pinter did not coin the term ‘comedy of 

menace’ to define his style of writing. Drama critic Irving Wardle borrowed the term from 

David Campton’s play The Lunatic View: A Comedy of Menace (1958) to review Harold 

Pinter, David Campton (1924-2006), Nigel Dennis (1912-1989), and Norman Fredrick 

Simpson’s (1919-2011) body of works in his review in Encore Theatre Magazine in 1958. 

Pinter’s early plays tend to create a triangulation of relationships wherein the isolation of 

individuals and fragmentation of relationships are depicted in a comic environment. In this 

comic depiction, what is artfully utilized by Pinter is the constant transformation of comedy to 

menace and vice versa. One of the most discussed Pinteresque elements that clearly depicts 

notions of menace is what is acknowledged as the ‘Pinter pause’. To establish the conflict in 

the relationships between the characters in his plays, Pinter utilises the dramatic ‘pause’ like a 

weapon (Chiasson 2009). The ‘pause’ is specifically utilised at various points in his plays to 

enhance tension between characters and consequently the ‘pause’ is attributed to generating 

an atmosphere of menace. 

Furthermore, Pinter’s use of small and intimate settings in his early works such as The 

Room (1957), The Birthday Party (1958), The Dumb Waiter (1960), and The Caretaker 

(1960) are often called ‘room plays’ (Brewer 2009; Rayner 1988). In this respect, what 
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intensifies the menace of the plot in Pinter’s plays is the menace of the space wherein the 

intensity of the tragic events is magnified by means of the smallness of the setting. In these 

plays, the qualities such as smallness and intimacy that the space embodies are utilized to 

create an environment that can cultivate the struggle for power and also an abuse of authority. 

Before discussing how the plays of IYF work to combine various theatrical elements used in 

Pinter’s theatre of menace, a further theatrical influence on IYF must be considered. 

Barker’s Theatre of Catastrophe 

In his book, Arguments for a Theatre (1997), Barker asserts that his style of theatre should be 

considered a theatre of Catastrophe with respect to the characteristics of the theatre he creates. 

Barker proposes that theatre practitioners and audiences alike are able to explore and 

appreciate new forms of expression to investigate conditions of humanity and question the 

socially and culturally accepted moral rectitude. The main themes as explored in Barkers’ 

theatre include violence, sexuality, struggle for power and human greed. For Barker drama is 

a means of representing the socially dislocated individual who knows what it means to be 

subjected to calamity. Barker argues we are in a world where individuals find it necessary to 

put the currently accepted moral consensus into question and ask whether the moral conducts 

deserve the credibility given to them by their believers. In this climate, he suggests, theatre 

must function as a medium to empower the audience in discovering new moral values for 

themselves. Barker believes in dramatizing catastrophic events such as war, sudden death of a 

loved one, or a car crash, in a simulated unrealistic, violent way to bring discomfort to the 

audience, because “a theatre of Catastrophe, like the tragic theatre, insists on the limits of 

tolerance as its territory” (Barker 1997, p. 52). Barker’s theatre leaves the audience in a 

situation of ambiguity, searching for meaning in light of the very chaotic nature of catastrophe 
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and, as Urban (2001, p. 40) suggests, “moves viewers far away from any clear notion of good 

or evil”, real or unreal, fair or unfair, justice or injustice. The purpose of the theatre of 

Catastrophe is to replace traditional performance-based conflicts that were usually presented 

explicitly through the conflict between characters with a more heightened atmosphere of 

tension between the audience and the stage: 

A braver theatre asks the audience to test the validity of the categories it believes it 

lives by. In other words, it is not about life as it is lived at all, but about life as it might 

be lived, about the thought which is not licensed, and about the abolished unconscious. 

(Barker 1997, p. 52)  

 Most of Barker’s plays are set in calamitous conditions which are either preceded or 

followed by a catastrophe that “enables him to detach his characters from the normalising 

structures of social and economic interdependency thereby opening up the range of possible 

behaviours” (Lamb 2005, p. 52). This theatre, in Barker’s (1997, p. 53) opinion, does not 

intend to entertain the audience, but to expose the audience to unanticipated feelings, 

experiences and images which are followed by “pain and even resentment”. By rejecting the 

notion of theatre as being intended for a passive audience, whom he believes rather attends 

the theatre venue to be more socially and morally enlightened by the artistic work, Barker 

insists on liberating the audience in interpreting the beauty that is depicted through pain. To 

this end he coins the term ‘the Humanist Theatre’ in order to address traditional notions of 

tragedy, his aim being that the audience leaves the theatre venue ‘happy or fortified’. In this 

way, the ‘theatre of catastrophe’ is positioned in opposition to the traditional stereotypes and, 

as Barker (Barker 1997, p. 71) defines it, as being where: 

The audience cannot grasp 
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Everything; nor did the author. 

We quarrel to love. 

The critic must suffer like  

everyone else. 

The play is important. 

The audience is divided 

and goes home 

disturbed 

or 

amazed. 

Throughout the history of art, there has always been undeniable traces of artistic influences of 

previous practitioners of a specific art on the future artists of that very practice. Although each 

individual artist can take stylistic, technical, and thematic nourishment from quite varying 

artists (even in the case of IYF artists), the playwrights of IYF, I argued, collectively represent 

significant indications of being influenced by the three theatre practitioners discussed here. 

We now examine some examples of these indications of influence in more detail.  

IYF, The British Avant-garde of the 1990s 

In relation to IYF’s experimentalism, Artaud’s theatre of cruelty plays a major role in 

supporting the aesthetic background for the works of the genre. Striking visual effects and 

confrontational aesthetic features, such as overwhelming sounds and unsettling bright lights, 

are the main dramatic elements that support producing an Artaudian theatrical work and can 

be said to be instrumental to Kane’s Blasted (1995), Cleansed (1997) and 4:48 psychosis 

(1999). Kane’s plays are acknowledged as utilising thematic and aesthetic influences from the 



29 
 

‘Theatre of Cruelty’. To discover the necessity of theatre, as Artaud suggests, Kane pictures 

everything in its most overwhelmingly effective illustration in order to associate that shocking 

and awakening technique with the reality of things. For Kane and Artaud, the cruelty of 

things, the cruelty of life itself is the main purpose of producing a theatre. For example, in 

Kane’s play, Cleansed (1997), the audience is forced to witness the dismemberment of the 

characters in order to discover how much suffering a person should experience to realize the 

real pain of love. To this end, Cleansed pictures the sexual and emotional desires of five 

characters, Grace, Graham, Robin, Rod, and Carl, who are surrealistically trapped in an 

abandoned university in which the sadist Tinker controls them. At any occasion that a 

character expresses love, affection, or sexual attraction towards another, Tinker aims at 

physically torturing one character to reinforce emotional pain in the other. Such examples of 

illustrations of cruelty associated with love, desire, morality and faith are embedded 

throughout Kane’s work. She also believes in utilizing images and sounds to convey the 

intended message rather than dialogues and speeches. An example of an Artaudian visual 

technique used in Cleansed is the sudden emergence of a sunflower from the ground when 

Grace, haunted by her dead brother, Graham, performs a surreal incestuous intercourse with 

him. In relation to thematic illustrations of cruelty, Ranc (2002) links Artaud’s theories to 

Kane’s plays and attempts to simplify the notion of cruelty in Artaud’s view and consequently 

in Kane’s plays by dividing cruelty into three different types. Rance associates the first type 

of cruelty with the pleasure of bringing pain to others (sadism). He identifies the second type 

of cruelty as being associated with indifference to the pain others endure. The third type of 

cruelty, Ranc suggests, is derived from Artaud’s theatrical philosophies concerning the 

metaphysical: 
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Life is cruel because if we were born, we are all meant to die, and the theatre of 

cruelty is supposed to unveil this reality. The first two definitions of cruelty imply 

human will: the will of the torturer who deliberately inflicts pain or the will of the 

bystander who decides not to react in front of violence. But in the third definition, the 

individual becomes powerless in front of stranger forces, the forces of fate (The 

Notion of Cruelty in the work of Sarah Kane 2002)5. 

This third definition is the cruelty that originates in the existential despair of human 

conditions, the cruelty depicted in theories of Artaud and works of Kane. More interestingly, 

Artaud and Kane are both acknowledged as having similar mental health experiences. As 

mentioned earlier Artaud suffered from severe mental conditions and spent the final years of 

his life in psychiatric hospitals, finally dying alone in a mental asylum. Comparably, Kane 

experienced severe depression for many years and after two unsuccessful attempts on her life 

she finally succeeded in hanging herself with her shoelaces in the bathroom of a mental 

hospital. In an interview with Tabert (1998 cited in Saunders 2009, p. 87) Kane discusses 

Artaud’s work and asserts: “this man is completely and utterly sane and I understand 

everything he’s saying”, she further goes on to consider his state of mind, stating “I also think 

depression is quite a healthy state of being because all it reflects is a completely realistic 

perception of what’s going on”. Her last play 4.48 Psychosis (1999), which is considered by 

many scholars and critics (Saunders 2002; Sierz 2001) to be her suicide note, was premiered 

posthumously in June 2000, a year after her death.  

Complementing the works of Kane, the boldness and explicitness of cruelty of life is 

further represented in the plays of other playwrights of the IYF generation. In Phyllis Nagy’s 

                                                           
5 Gaelle Ranc’s discussion on cruelty is published on Ian Fisher’s website: 

http://www.iainfisher.com/kane/eng/sarah-kane-study-gr0.html  
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Butterfly Kiss (1994) a lesbian heroine blows her mother’s brain out while she is combing her 

hair with the barrel of a gun. This act of murder is shown as if it is a normal act that could 

happen in any family, which again forms an attempt at illustrating the cruelty of life and even 

modern familial relationships in a society where individuals suffer as a result of the social and 

global malaise surrounding them. Furthermore, Jez Butterworth’s Mojo (1995) is recognised 

as a gangster story, taking examples from Quentin Tarantino’s movies such as Reservoir Dogs 

(1992) and Pulp Fiction (1994). Despite depicting some gangster culture of opposite gangs 

fighting over their share of running a night club, the real cruelty lies in the threatening 

situation which overshadows one day in the life of six ambitious, immature young people who 

don’t understand what it means to run a business. Again, like other examples of Artaudian 

theatre, the images of dead bodies, the actions of shooting and fighting are not the only 

representations of cruelty in Mojo. The emotional suspense, produced by the interaction 

between characters, aligned with the threatening situations that make it hard for the characters 

to decide how to escape the distress, is more painful and at times perilous than being exposed 

to murder.  

Another example of IYF plays that represent an example of Artaudian theatre is 

Anthony Neilson’s Normal: The Dusseldorf Ripper (1991). Neilson’s work can be considered 

the most identifiable illustration of ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ as it powerfully suggests there is a 

potential murderer inside all individuals. Based partly6 on a true story, Normal (1991) 

explores the pornographic massacre of young women by Peter Kurten who is picturing the 

events for his defence lawyer, Justus Wehner. In their long conversations, Kurten describes 

the scenes in which he murders his victims in a way that plays on Wehner’s psyche, 

                                                           
6 Peter Kurten and the retelling of his murderous acts are taken from the real story of Kurten known as the 
Vampire of Dusseldorf. However, the characters of the lawyer and Kurten’s wife and their actions are the 
playwright’s fictional creations.  
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convincing him to murder Frau Kurten, Peter’s wife. The image of a defence lawyer 

murdering a serial killer’s wife is intentionally extended to six minutes and in the production, 

Frau Kurten plunges into the audience, thereby making them complicit in the action or 

alternatively placing them in a situation whereby they must ask themselves ‘whether we 

should help or ignore her peril?’ This scene from the play underscores Artaud’s technique of 

actively engaging the audience in the act of performing. Unlike works of Kane that present 

overt depiction of imagery, lighting, and sound effects ascribed to the ‘Theatre of Cruelty’, 

other playwrights associated with the genre, such as Neilson, explore the elements of cruelty 

by dramatizing the cruel essence of existence through images which are sometimes more 

realistic than those of Kane’s.  

  While Pinter’s world-wide influence on various theatrical styles and content has been 

studied broadly (Bold 1985; Kerensky 1979; Wellwarth 1971), a number of studies (Shaw 

2008; Urban 2006) also focus on representations of ‘comedy of menace’ in plays of the IYF 

generation in which the confluence of the works of Pinter on IYF playwrights is widely 

acknowledged. Pinter’s notion of ‘pause’ as a writing technique is one of the common 

dramatic devices utilised in works of Kane, Ravenhill, Neilson, and Naghy (and is indeed 

evident at some level in most of the plays of IYF) to exaggerate the bleakness of the situations 

depicted and to contribute to the overall atmosphere of menace. For instance, Saunders (2009) 

examines Blasted as a Pinteresque play from different perspectives and refers to the elements 

of dark comedy employed by Kane within the plot. Pinter’s techniques are also evident in the 

works of playwrights such as Patrick Marber (Closer 1997), Anthony Neilson (Penetrator 

1993), and Philip Ridley (The Pitchfork Disney 1991, and The Fastest Clock in the Universe 

1992). These plays closely follow the narrative structure of Pinter’s works that usually 

manifest as a fragmented form of narration. Pinter presents this type of fragmentation in 
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Betrayal (1978) by the reverse chronology, as does Marber in Closer (1997) through the use 

of unspecified time gaps7.  

Another example of IYF utilising Pinter’s techniques is how the location is specified in 

plays such as Neilson’s Penetrator (1993) which is considered a model of Pinter’s room 

plays, portraying an intense conflict between characters over their power and territory (Shaw, 

2008). Ridley’s plays are also great examples of incorporating elements of the dark comedy 

that generates the menacing atmosphere of Pinter’s plays. Ridley’s The Fastest Clock in the 

Universe (1992) pictures a similar menace in interaction as is seen between the characters in 

Pinter’s The Birthday Party (1957) does and apart from both plays style, the chain of the 

events in The Fastest Clock in the Universe reminds the spectators of Birthday Party’s story 

line. While the stylistic innovations Pinter introduced to British theatre are clearly perceptible 

in IYF plays, the works also recreate Pinter’s call for socio-cultural and political changes in 

similar ways. This is presented in the reimagination of masculine and feminine identities in 

post-industrial societies, the exploration of intimate relationships between post-modern 

individuals, and the ever-growing emotional gap inherent in human interactions. Following 

this brief discussion of Pinteresque elements exhibited in IYF plays, I now demonstrate how 

IYF playwrights also borrowed and incorporated some factors of Barker’s Theatre of 

Catastrophe into their work. 

 Affected by national and global economic and social circumstances of the 1990s (the 

gravity of which will be discussed in detail in Chapters Three and Four), the playwrights of 

IYF depicted the themes they were exploring through painful, catastrophic circumstances. As 

                                                           
7 Both Betrayal and Closer exhibit an episodic scene structure that manipulate time in different ways: 

a) Often months or even years are skipped at a time; 

b) Time in most of the scenes unfolds in reverse; 

c) Actions often overlap in time sequence. 
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such the confronting works were intensely challenging for the audience. In an interview with 

Christopher (1997 cited in Saunders 2009, p. 49), Kane, whose works are acknowledged as 

also being inspired by Barker’s philosophy on ‘Theatre of Catastrophe’, talks about Barker’s 

impact on British theatre and states: “In a few hundred years Howard will be like 

Shakespeare. No one will really understand what Howard Barker’s done until he’s been dead 

for a long time”. 

Kane, similarly to Barker, was in favour of making the audience uncomfortable in 

such a way that they would leave the theatre in total dismay, questioning their personal 

morals. The audiences of Kane’s plays are intended to realize that they were not watching the 

play to be entertained, but rather become offended, disturbed or resentful of the world around 

them (Saunders 2009). For instance, in Blasted (1995) Kane brutally explores the sexual 

atrocities that happen in warzones by having a soldier anally rape a journalist with a gun and 

then kill himself with the same gun. The tragic catastrophic atmosphere hovering over the 

audiences’ head throughout the play, often times even exaggerating the realities of our time, 

create an atmosphere of hell that is intended to be shared by the audience: 

I’ve only ever written to escape from hell – and it’s never worked – but at the other 

end of it when you sit there and watch something and think that’s the most perfect 

expression of the hell that maybe it was worth it. (Sarah Kane, Royal Holloway 

College, London, 3 November 1998, cited in Saunders 2002, p. 1)  

As this statement suggests, a fictional recreation of human desperation and anguish, 

assimilated to hell, is the foremost purpose of theatrical creation for someone such as Kane. 

Her third play, Cleansed (1997), is also a pure representation of the catastrophic repercussions 

she believes love can bring upon human being and as such questions the true essence of love 
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and hatred by exploring how cruelly close these emotions are. In addition to the works of 

Kane, examples of the philosophies underpinning ‘Theatre of Catastrophe’ are also evident in 

other plays of IYF such as Anthony Neilson’s Normal (1991), Phyllis Nagy’s The Butterfly 

Kiss (1994), Joe Penhall’s Some Voices (1994) and Pale Horse (1995), Martin McDonough’s 

The Beauty Queen of Leenane (1996). Penhall’s works are also illustrative of how much IYF 

playwrights are influenced by Barker as most of the plots in his plays revolve around the 

catastrophic events in mentally troubled characters’ lives. For instance, in Some Voices Ray is 

a schizophrenic recently released from a mental hospital, struggling to prove to his brother 

and his new girlfriend that he can live a normal life too. However, the devastating mistrust of 

those very normal people is shown to make it impossible for people like Ray to live without 

being engaged in some sort of social trouble.  

 As presented here, the IYF playwrights take stylistic nourishment from pioneer avant-

garde and experimental playwrights, such as Artaud, Pinter, and Barker, to be able to deliver 

the kind of stylistic and visual provocation they intended to display. The controversy of their 

avant-gardist works ranges from explicit depiction of violence and torture to directly and 

evocatively manifesting the existential senselessness of life. These elements the IYF 

playwrights borrowed from their pioneers are indeed designed to elevate the socio-economic 

and political message inherent in their plays. Given the significance of the stylistic and 

theatrical legacy of different schools presented here on IYF, it is noteworthy that the 

emergence of IYF also benefited from a structural innovation that occurred in British theatre 

during the 1950s. As mentioned in Chapter One, Royal Court Theatre (RCT) was the first 

company to produce Blasted, and it was indeed the first theatre company to promote many 

other new plays since Osborn’s Look Back in Anger in 1956, thanks to the initiation of ‘New 

Writing’ Program. While ‘kitchen sink’ drama and the movement of ‘angry young men’ 
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introduced a new vibrant era to British theatre, it also made the theatre companies realize how 

much standing back a step from naturalistic British theatre tradition and moving forward 

towards a more current and realistic style and subject can help attracting more audiences from 

various social-classes. In this respect, during the 1950s the RCT, newly reopened with a 

reduced number of seats and more modern structure, became the home of British ‘new plays’ 

as well as plays from other countries such as France and Italy, leaving only limited repertoire 

for revivals of classical theatre. Following allocation of a specific theatre to ‘new plays’, in 

1975 a new sector under the title of ‘New Writing Committee’ was established in Arts 

Council to increase the number of ‘new plays’ and support more emerging writers through 

some allocated subsidy through Arts Council (Radosavljevic 2013).   

The purpose of the increasingly flourishing trend was to focus companies and theatre 

directors’ attention on the playwright and its work which makes it “not a producer’s theatre, 

nor an actor’s theatre; it is to be a writer’s theatre” (Devine in Sierz 2011, p. 17). More of the 

energy and money dedicated to productions from the director’s and companies’ side are on 

the writers and new talents and this makes the entire theatre industry more competitive with 

respect to finding talents among the younger generation. During the late 1980s and early 

1990s the state of ‘New Writing’ was considered to be in serious problem due to many factors 

which will be discussed later in Chapters Four. However, as Stephan Daldry and Max 

Stafford-Clark became the chief directors of the RCT in 1993, the company dedicated most of 

its productions to ‘new plays’ and started to give more chances to the young playwrights to 

produce their plays. This change in the directors of the RCT was crucial to what happened 

during the 1990s in British theatre. As significant as the avant-gardist approach of RTC in 

acknowledging ‘new plays’ was the role of the theatre critics in promoting or disparaging any 

experimental/avant-gardist work, including the plays of IYF. Therefore, the next section looks 
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at reviews from theatre critics published in newspapers and magazines as part of the study of 

various interpretations of IYF and responses to the innovations imbedded in the plays. Then 

the chapter turns to examine academic scholarship on the controversially innovative works of 

IYF theatre to understand how it is presented in academic accounts of theatre scholars. 

How Is the Avant-garde of the 1990s Perceived?  

         I genuinely think it’s because if they don’t have a clear  

framework within which to locate the play then they 

 can’t talk about it. (Kane, cited in Aston 2003) 

What critics write and how they review a production of a play can be crucial to the popularity 

or, conversely, the unpopularity of the work. In a major city such as London, with its long and 

established reputation of theatre houses and the number of shows it offers each day (London's 

annual theatre admissions total is the second highest in the world at 14.2m8), the critic’s role 

as a theatre reviewer becomes a commodity in itself. In this regard, we can divide theatre 

criticism trends into two main types, academic theatre criticism and journalistic theatre 

criticism as identified by Fisher (Fisher 2015). The journalistic criticism is designed to give an 

overview and plot summary of the play being performed at the theatres and for that purpose 

critics are invited to the press night performance9 of the shows, or any time as a requirement 

of their newspaper to fulfil the task of giving reviews on the plays. These are then read by the 

public who usually prefer to read critical reviews to give them some advice on choosing a 

specific play (Carlson 1989) and as Cameron (1995, p. 322) asserts “critics are potential 

                                                           
8 http://www.theguardian.com/culture/culture-cuts-blog/2012/aug/01/city-best-culture-research-numbers 
9 This is a trend in British theatre, very similar to opening night performances. However, the big difference is 

that most of the viewers of that specific night are the critics and journalists who are supposed to write their 

reviews to be published the day after that premier show.  
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welfare improvers through easing the act of appreciation”. Theatre reviews can be in praise of 

a work of a playwright or the playwright himself or vilifying a piece of work, as mostly was 

the case of IYF theatre, to aggressively attack a production.  

Kane, later referred to as the “cause celebre” and “enfant terrible” of British theatre 

(Urban 2006), largely believed (D'Monté & Saunders 2007; Stephenson 2014) to have 

disturbed London’s theatre crowds with Blasted and was initiatively denigrated as a “juvenile 

attempt to shock the audience” (Kritzer 2008, p. 27) by many journalists and theatre critics. 

Daily Mail’s theatre critic, Jack Tinker, titled his writing on the play “This Disgusting Feast 

of Filth”, denoting that Blasted is without any dramatic merits which “appeared to know no 

bound of decency, yet has no message to convey by way of excuse” (15 January 1995).  Five 

days on, Independent headlined ‘Courting Disaster’, Paul Taylor writing: “Sitting through 

Blasted is a little like having your face rammed into an overflowing ash tray, just for starters, 

and then having your whole head held down in a bucket of offal” (20 January 1995). 

Elsewhere, Michael Billington who later changed his view on the play, said in The Guardian 

(January 1995): “I was simply left wondering how much tosh managed to scrape past the 

Court’s normally judicious play-selection committee”. Considering the fact that Kane’s 

Blasted was the first play to accent the emergence of a new theatrical sensation, examples of 

these hostile comments were published the day after its premier and as it is quoted by theatre 

director James Macdonald this very fact made it “perhaps the least seen and most talked-about 

play in recent memory”10. One of the reasons with which the denigrating reviews of IYF can 

be linked to is, as Zarhy-Levo (2010, p. 109) points out, the fact that “the reviewers typically 

compare the new offering to already established theatrical models, locating the newcomers in 

                                                           
10 ‘They Never Got Her’ The Guardian, The Observer, 28 February 1999. 
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light of their affiliation to or divergence from already recognized theatrical trends or schools” 

which, as she stresses, “can result in either their endorsement of the new play or its rejection”. 

In the case of Kane’s Blasted, deprecating accounts of critics encouraged, in Saunders 

(2002) and Iball’s (2008) view, a sense of curiosity among theatre goers and therefore 

attracted more audiences to attend the play’s performances from 12th January until 4th 

February 1995. Indeed, Blasted had arguably prepared the theatre critics for a more daring 

and provocative theatre culture. Moreover, historically speaking, the fact that IYF coincided 

with the emergence of a larger cultural wave such as Cool Britannia during the mid-1990s 

assisted in neutralizing the dispraising tone of the theatre critics. With gradual dominance of 

sexual explicitness and depiction of violence (as also listed among IYF attributes to have 

initially attracted the theatre critics) in film, music and art galleries associated with Cool 

Britannia, visual brutalities and violence portrayed in IYF plays were of less significance for 

critics to elaborate on. In this regard, the initial response from critics towards Shopping and 

Fucking in 1996 was targeted not at the shocking elements represented in the play, but its 

content’s resonance with darker aspects of society’s consumerist culture. For instance, 

Variety’s Matt Wolf writes: “Shopping and Fucking is a shock for reasons that go way beyond 

the graphic sexual acts either shown or — more often — alluded to and discussed during the 

play”11.  

Acknowledging these sorts of overtly critical commentary is important to this study of 

IYF as it outlines the influence critics can have in the revitalization of the theatre climate. 

Indeed, gradual popularity of IYF among audiences, specifically young theatregoers, can be 

linked to the cumulation of various stylistic, aesthetic, and thematic elements utilized and 

                                                           
11 http://variety.com/1996/film/reviews/shopping-and-fucking-1200447300/ 
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portrayed in the plays. These elements that seemed to be more appreciated by younger 

generation during the 1990s, as Tomlin (in Kershaw 2004) also marks, can include shock-

driven plots, violent actions, sexual disorientation of characters, references to popular culture, 

and more importantly, demonstration of the life and mentality of a disaffected young 

generation. While the significance of these factors will be further addressed and excavated in 

Chapter Four, it should be noted that they were indeed coupled with critic-audience 

interaction through various media such as newspapers and magazines.  

Furthermore, what constitutes the primary argument of this thesis is the shallowness of 

the contextual analysis that dominates the works of IYF, which is initially established through 

the contribution of theatre critics to IYF. Expressing her disappointment with the 

incomprehension and ignorance existing in the British theatre criticism culture, Sarah Kane 

(cited in Saunders 2002, p. 12) asserts:  

What you get is a brief synopsis, and you get a list of things that happen and a little 

note at the end saying whether or not this particular middle-aged male journalist liked 

this play and whether or not you should go and see it. And tells you nothing. 

Indeed, Kane is not the only IYF playwright to question the critics’ understanding of her 

plays. Philip Ridley12, in a more aggressive tone, condemns London theatre critics whom he 

calls ‘silly cheeky little monkeys’ and indicates “I’m being judged by people who really 

shouldn’t be judging this play13… they are blinder than a bag-full of moles in a cellar”. 

Similar to Kane, Ridley refers to critics’ ignorance towards the underlying cultural meaning 

                                                           
12 Philip Ridley in conversation with Rachel Halliburton in The Theatre Voice in 2005. See: 

http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/interview-philip-ridley-the-controversial-writers-latest/ 
13 Here Ridley refers to critic’s response to his 2005 dystopian play, Mercury Fur, which is described by critics, 

such The Telegraph’s Charles Spencer, as the most Shocking play since Blasted. 
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and socio-political resonance of his works. Condemnations of these kind are not only targeted 

at critics, while playwrights such as Eldridge (2003) criticise academic misinterpretation of 

political and cultural message inherent in IYF works. Before elaborating on what Eldridge 

refers to as misinterpretation, we should turn to academic accounts that focus on IYF theatre.  

As briefly noted in Chapter One, Aleks Sierz, the then British theatre critic and 

commentator, introduced the works of these playwrights in the form of a new theatrical genre 

in his PhD thesis which was published under the title of In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama 

Today in 2001. According to Sierz, Anthony Neilson (1991, 1993, 1997), Mark Ravenhill 

(1996, 1997, 1999), and Sarah Kane (1995, 1996, 1998) are considered ‘the big three’ of IYF. 

Sierz investigates the relevance of the works of these three with other playwrights he includes 

in the genre, such as Philip Ridley, Patrick Marber, Jez Butterworth, Phyllis Nagy and Tracy 

Letts. Sierz emphasizes that however some of these latter playwrights had just one play in this 

genre and moved on, they still can be recognized as in-yer-face writers during that decade as 

their work follows the in-yer-face style and brings the same sensational reaction to the stage. 

For instance, Ridley, whose Pitchfork Disney (2001) is considered as the first In-Yer-Face 

play, started to write plays for young people and children by the end of the decade. Examples 

of other works Sierz studies under the blanket of IYF banner include The War Boys (1997) by 

the American writer Naomi Wallace, Jez Butterworth’s Mojo (1995), Simon Block’s Not a 

Game for Boys (1995), two plays by Judy Upton, Ashes and Sands (1994) and Bruises (1995), 

Nick Grossos's Peaches (1994) and Sweetheart (1996) and Patrick Marber's Closer (1997). 

Given that Sierz’s introductory account was the first textbook on this new theatrical 

trend, it inevitably set a particular tone and narrative based on which the succeeding theatrical 

analysis of IYF works were developed. Nevertheless, it exhibited various pitfalls on connoting 

some shallow and superficial elements to introduce the plays, which mainly elaborate on the 
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more accessible and yet glossy aspects of the works such as the violence, sexual explicitness, 

and youthful delinquency. Furthermore, Sierz insisted on the term In-Yer-Face and that 

became another weak point for the future studies on IYF, as indeed, Rebellato (in Aragay et 

al. 2007, p. 169) asserts, “it detracts from the gentler, the poetic, the metaphysical, the 

aesthetic, the ethical dimensions of these playwrights’ work and it focuses attention 

excessively on the sex and the violence, on the immediacy of it”. Therefore, Sierz’s account, 

arguably, normalized a disregard for closer investigation of the deeper socio-cultural, political 

and even stylistic and linguistic implications and innovations the plays embodied.  

In the same way that other generations of artists who follow a similar artistic attitude 

are clustered into a group by critics and academic writers, the writers of IYF plays did not 

perceive the connection themselves as the critics did. Nevertheless, an undeniable thematic 

and technical cohesion interconnects the works of these individuals that is inevitably the 

emanation of ‘a historical moment’ (Urban 2004) within which IYF can be recognized as a 

movement, a cohort of young writers, and a theatrical sensation. However, Sierz (Sierz 1998, 

2002) on several accounts insists: “In-yer-face theatre is a new sensibility. In- yer-face theatre 

is not a movement: you can’t buy a membership card – it’s an aesthetic style” (Sierz 2002, p. 

21). Hence, what Sierz tends to disregard in acknowledging the term ‘movement’ in relation 

to IYF playwrights, is the inherent stylistic interconnection between individual writers in an 

artistic movement. In this respect, IYF writers, as indeed Sierz (2001) himself acknowledges, 

were inevitably affected by the stylistic and thematic innovations of their fellow playwrights. 

Furthermore, this thesis endeavours to theoretically contextualize the social circumstances 

within which IYF playwrights as a collective theatrical force emerged. Therefore, this thesis 

looks at IYF theatre as an artistic movement where the works of playwrights exhibit similar 

socio-economic and political context. 



43 
 

Now a visiting scholar of Boston University, Sierz’s view of the genre he introduced 

in In-Yer-Face Theatre: British Drama Today changed over time, as later in an interview with 

Mireia Aragay and Pilar Zozaya (in Aragay et al. 2007, p. 144), he states: 

What I would like to stress now is that the most important element is the drama’s 

emotional core – whether it has some difficult material, such as humiliation, suffering, 

or some ‘abnormal’ emotional force that puts it into the arena I have been describing. 

Nowadays, I talk more about sensibility and emotion than about sex and violence. 

Therefore, contrary to his first book on IYF, Sierz’s (2012) more recent works such as Modern 

British Playwriting: the 1990s, Voices, Documents, New Interactions are systematically more 

detailed in documenting a context based analysis of the works of IYF playwrights. As a part of 

a series of modern British playwriting since the 1950s, this book by Sierz follows the same 

trend as the previous volumes of the series. The literature generally provides details of 

highlighted events such as Princes Diana’s death in 1997, James Bulger’s murder in 1993, 

Orkney child sex abuse scandals of 1991 or statistical numbers relating to the rate of 

unemployment, the number of divorces in Britain, or briefly discusses the fashion and cultural 

phenomena prevailing the decade of 1990s. These details provide some analysis of the society 

of the time and as such can be attributed to how the playwrights responded to the world they 

were writing about. In Chapters Four, Six, Seven, and Eight of this thesis, social changes and 

traumatic events of this kind are addressed to further interpret and analyse specific works of 

IYF and compare the circumstances to the socio-economic chaos of earlier decades to 

elaborate on inherent similarities between various artistic responses to these circumstances. 

Given the importance of the historical events and political and social circumstances in 

which IYF as a theatrical genre emerged, many different accounts (Aragay et al. 2007; 
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D'Monté & Saunders 2007; Gottlieb 2003; Sierz 2001, 2012) had devoted most of the content 

to the chronology and the political conditions in which IYF theatre arose. The most common 

socio-political events associated with IYF’s historical background are the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, the global economy dominating the British market, the simultaneity of IYF’s emergence 

with the phenomenon of Cool Britannia, and civil wars and conflicts such as Croat-Bosnian 

war or the on-going Israeli-Palestinian conflict. In this regard, Mark Ravenhill in A Tear in 

the Fabric: the James Bulger Murder and New Theatre Writing in the Nineties (2004) 

comments on various motives that could have led to the strikingly disturbing plays of his 

generation and to which he himself contributed as a playwright. He questions the sudden burst 

of theatrical experimentation that many young playwrights investigated and suggests some 

events that could have motivated IYF works, events such as the murder of 3-year-old James 

Bulger in 1993 by two 10-year-old boys on a railway line in England. Emphasizing the 

emotive national awareness this event provoked, he believes that the murder might have been 

the kick many writers had been waiting for. Ravenhill (2004) asserts, a writer is often inspired 

by a specific tragic, traumatic, unpleasant event when writing. In the case of IYF playwrights, 

suggests Ravenhill, such inspiration came from the Bulger murder. In addition to the IYF 

playwrights themselves, who have oftentimes commented on their own works, there are 

numerous critics and academics who are regarded as experts of IYF theatre, these including, 

but not limited to, Alex Sierz (1998, 2001, 2002, 2011, 2012), Dan Rebellato (2002, 2006), 

Graham Saunders (2002, 2009, 2010), Ken Urban (2004, 2006) and Rebecca D ́Monté (2007).  

In Discouraging Democracy, Kershaw (1999) begins with a report on a lecture on 

“Economics and the Arts” in 1983, and then he mentions the fact that this type of lecture 

started to emphasise the emergence of new economic structures for theatre and brought 

forward the new policies of the free marketing system and its impact on theatre. Kershaw 
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mainly discusses the damages these new policies of the government wrought in the structure 

of the arts, including theatre. He outlines how the state attempted to make theatre dependent 

on the private and independent income from free market investment rather than the subsidies 

allocated by the state. He also indicates the role of the “National Lottery (1994) which quickly 

‘produced’ many billions of ‘new money’ to be distributed to the nation's good causes, among 

them the arts and theatre” (Kershaw 1999, p. 270). As Kershaw (ibid, p.271) observes: 

The see-saw symmetry might even raise a wry smile, until one recalls that the state-

produced crises were engineered in the name of freeing the arts from dependence on 

the state, and of giving audiences, through their spending power, greater control over 

the national theatrical agenda. In other words, the crises were produced by an 

attempted “democratization” of theatre via the mechanisms of the market.  

Kershaw then elaborates on how even the ‘National Lottery’ worsened the economic 

conditions for the theatre companies. It created a sort of competitive atmosphere for the 

companies in which they had to run the business outside its artistic agenda and focus more on 

the consumerist side of their productions to deliver what the public desired to watch rather 

than create opportunities for artistic creativity. As it will be pointed out shortly, the argument 

in relation to 1990s theatre’s position in state’s consumerist approach towards cultural 

productions is addressed by other scholars such as Edgar (2005) and Saunders (2007). 

Middeke, Schniere and Sierz (2011) coedited a book of twenty-five chapters titled The 

Methuen Guide to Contemporary British Playwrights. The book provides an introduction to 

political and theatrical conditions dominating three decades of Britain from 1970s to 1990s, 

followed by analytical chapters written by different theatre critics and scholars on twenty-four 

contemporary playwrights. Some of these chapters are devoted to the playwrights attributed to 
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IYF genre. For instance, in the chapter on David Eldridge, Saunders gives an introduction to 

Eldridge's life and then moves on to talk in detail about some of his major plays. His first 

account focuses on Serving It Up (1996) (one of the case studies of this thesis), in which prior 

to comparing its content with two other plays of Eldridge's predecessors, he offers a summary 

of the plot. He then discusses the form of the play and its depiction of parental relationships 

before continuing to discuss Eldridge’s other plays. In a similar fashion, quite a large number 

of the theatrical reviews and analysis about the plays or playwrights of IYF predominantly 

give brief summaries of the playwrights’ lives and the plot summaries of their works, similar 

to what was discussed in relation to theatre criticism earlier.  

Saunders (2002, 2009, 2010) has written about IYF theatre on numerous occasions, 

specifically Sarah Kane’s works and life. His two major works, Love me or kill me, Sarah 

Kane and the theatre of Extremes (2002) and About Kane: The Playwright and Her Works 

(2009) are considered as critical sources of information relating to Kane’s body of work. The 

first of these two includes Saunders’ interviews with directors, actors, and those who had 

intimate or personal relationships with Kane in some way. The book mainly explores the 

dramatic features, themes and structure of Kane’s plays. About Kane (2009) is more focused 

on Kane’s life and beliefs and includes most of Kane’s recorded interviews and discussions 

with journalists, critics, and academics. Both of Saunders’ accounts provide valuable insight 

to how Kane herself regarded the significance of playwrighting. 

Saunders and D’Monte’s co-edited Cool Britannia? British Political Drama in the 

1990s (2007), which is a collection of several articles retrieved from the ‘In-Yer-Face? British 

Drama in the 1990s’ conference, held at the University of the West of England in 2002. In the 

introduction to the book Saunders asserts that the question mark was put in the title to 
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deliberately question if IYF’s provocative works were actually the dominant theatrical form of 

the time. According to what the conference organizers expected “when the call for papers was 

put out, it was envisaged that the majority of delegates would be eager to challenge the 

received history and broaden the criteria as to what constituted British playwriting in the 

1990s” (D'Monté & Saunders 2007, p. 2). He then concludes that “many of the proposals 

received were only too ready to work within the framework already established by Sierz 

(2001), and seemed to validate his claim that IYF theatre was indeed the dominant theatrical 

style of the 1990s” (ibid). Justifications of this kind are found in other accounts such as In-

Yer-Face theatre: British Drama Today (Sierz 2001) and British Theatre of the 1990s 

(Aragay et al. 2007) to assert the dominance of IYF style over the theatre of the 1990s. 

Although works of already established playwrights were being staged at the time, along with 

works of other newly arrived writers such as Jonathan Harvey (with his award winning 

successful Beautiful Things (1993)), Shelagh Stephenson (Memory of Water 1997), and Diane 

Samuels (Kindertransport 1993), IYF genre is believed by most theatre scholars (Aragay et al. 

2007; Baraniecka 2013) to represent 1990s cutting edge theatre due to the prevalence of 

artistic form, linguistic attributes, visual characteristics, and thematic explicitness attributed to 

plays of IYF. 

Elsewhere, Saunders (2010) refers to the notion of Cool Britannia and explains the 

cultural circumstances of the 1990s with respect to the similarities and differences between 

IYF theatre and music and art of the time. For him IYF’s attitude towards the New Labour 

government is different from how Brit art and Britpop set their goals to align with John 

Major’s to celebrate British culture: 
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Both the In-Yer-Face dramatists and New Labour seemed mutually circumspect 

toward each other. While theatre of the 1990s has been accused of abandoning overt 

political engagement, it was at least never ready to cosy up to New Labour in the same 

way that Britpop and Brit art so readily appeared to do (ibid, p.204). 

In this article, Saunders (2010, p.206) refers to the role of media as one of the main reasons as 

to how different Cool Britannia’s counterparts and IYF were popularized and asserts that IYF 

theatre “failed to offer up any high-profile media opportunities or events”. Saunders (2007, 

p.4) also refers to the opposition against IYF being apolitical which he rationalizes as the 

“state of political indeterminacy” (This point will be addressed further in Chapter Four to 

discuss the IYF theatre’s state of political apathy). In discussing the political uncertainties of 

the time, Saunders rejects the statements of critics such as Michael Billington (2001) who 

argues that the British theatre of the 1990s, in general, lacked any political perspective. 

Saunders responds that the plays of the 1990s, specially the plays categorized under the 

blanket of IYF, show political views through a different state of mind – through the platform 

of theatre and therefore explore the political perspective through cultural lenses, that being the 

unorthodox and anti-establishment style and content playwrights choose for their work.  

Saunders (200) further emphasizes the fact that IYF is not the shallow flamboyant 

representation of British culture which tries to attract as much attention as it can by 

representing violence. While he believes that Young British Artists’ work resembles the 

aesthetics of style over content and substance, he places IYF in a different position and 

asserts: “Less 'Cool Britannia', theatre nevertheless presented a nation that was both 

rumbustious yet also troubled and less at ease with itself than other sectors of the arts and 

media, but it was also a much truer one” (ibid, p.13). Furthering Sierz’s  (2001) discussion on 
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how body mutilation and violence is so fashionable in the plays of 1990s, Saunders (2007) 

suggests that Sierz may be  right in attributing the violence depicted in the genre to the violent 

events happening or being publicised during that decade, events such as the trials of Fred and 

Rosemary West following the revelations of their serial sex-murders committed some twenty 

years earlier, high school shootings, and various terrorist attacks during the decade. Both 

Saunders and Sierz agree that previous generations of British playwrights (Brenton, Griffiths, 

Churchill, Bond) also portrayed violence in some ways, such as the controversial scene of 

stoning an infant in a pram in Bond’s Saved (1965). Yet, they assert the kind of bodily torture 

being pictured in the 1990s truly belongs to a different cultural arena and theatrical trend. 

Indeed, the way this form of depicting violence started to proliferate and become more 

omnipresent than ever before suggests that IYF playwrights had acknowledged the aesthetic 

significance of explicit violence on stage, which is elaborated on in detail in Chapter Four. 

Sierz (1998) and Saunders (2007) are not the only ones who study IYF theatre in 

association with the concept of Cool Britannia. Urban (2004) in Towards a Theory of Cruel 

Britannia: Coolness, Cruelty, and the Nineties, challenges the notion of coolness as opposed 

to cruelness, what he believes was the more visible and accepted characteristic of the 1990s in 

practice. He initially examines the phenomenon of Cool Britannia within the neoliberal 

policies of Blair’s government, discussing that the phenomenon emerged as the result of the 

days of economic globalization, an era when companies and organizations figured that to 

survive in a free-market economy they ought to learn how to sell their products by branding 

them (ibid, pp.355-356). Urban then argues that by the time Blair came to power in 1997 the 

media had widely celebrated the sudden rejuvenation and revitalization of British art and 

culture. The state, therefore, took advantage of the climate and initiated the idea of branding 

the cultural products of the decade (Bennett & Stratton 2010; Beynon & Kushnick 2003; 
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Volkerling 2001) and “the cocktail of British culture was sold across the globe as cool 

Britannia” (Urban 2004, p. 355). On the contrary to Sierz (1998) and Saunders (2007), Urban 

situates IYF theatre inside the phenomenon of Cool Britannia, arguing that the practitioners of 

all arts in the 1990s were entangled in the process of ‘gentrification of the avant-garde’ where 

‘experimentalism becomes the new conformism’. Therefore, cruelty represented in art 

galleries, music, and theatre had become the cool aesthetic needed for marketing purposes. 

Here comes one of the moments where Urban (2004, p. 358) believes cruelty replaces 

coolness as the artistic creativity is administered by politics and “nothing is crueller than 

coolness when it feels exploited by the Man”. As is clear from contrasting arguments in 

relation to IYF’s position in the broader cultural discourse of the 1990s, visual attributes of 

IYF such as violence, brutality, and nudity makes it an easy target to be studied alongside 

Cool Britannia. However, themes explored in IYF plays, as will be argued throughout this 

thesis, never contributed to the ideologies dominating other cultural products of the decade 

including the appraisal of Britishness. Furthermore, as Saunders (in D'Monté & Saunders 

2007, p. 12)  asserts, IYF was never acknowledged as a component of New Labour’s vision of 

new Britain since: 

The government treated theatre writing during this period with some degree of 

circumspection, and despite Mark Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking frequently being 

cited as theatre’s main contribution to Cool Britannia, the play was publicly 

condemned in 1998 by Education Secretary David Blunkett, after going on a British 

Council-funded European tour.  

Shifting away from IYF’s correlation with Cool Britannia, in Unsteady States: 

Theories of Contemporary New Writing David Edgar (2005, p. 301) turns towards the fact 
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that “In-Yer-Face was clearly a renewal of the provocative”. To this end, he discusses how 

provocative theatre has developed, and found its way since 1996. He argues that, prior to the 

1950s, the British art policy was suffering from being limited to a binary principal; one is the 

patrician principal which represents the characteristics of high art and it is “art’s role as 

ennobling: its realm ‘the nation’, its organizational form ‘the institution’, its repertoire ‘the 

established canon and works aspiring to join it’”, the other being a populist principal which is 

“art’s primary purpose as entertainment: its realm ‘the market- place’, its form ‘the business’, 

its audience ‘mass’”. Hence, he considers a third principal to be arising in the realm of art, 

and specifically theatre, since 1956 and that is the provocative form which is meant to 

challenge both the form and the content “seeing the role of the arts as challenging: its realm 

‘the community’, its form ‘the collective’, its audience ‘diverse’” (ibid, p.298). Positioning 

IYF theatre within the trajectory of the third principal, he indicates that the provocative of the 

1990s can be distinguished from the earlier example of theatrical provocation during the 

1970s and 1980s by its playwright’s assertion to “re-chart the relationship between the 

personal and the political. Such arguments addressing the political state of IYF will be 

elaborated in Chapter Four to further accentuate the significance of IYF theatre in the 

discourse of British political theatre.  

It is noteworthy that David Edgar is acknowledged as a playwright who has always 

stayed faithful to political drama. In Provocative Acts: British Playwrighting in the Post-War 

Era and Beyond (Edgar 1999), he collects a series of papers that contributed to the ‘About 

Now’ Conferences14. In the introduction to this collection, Edgar provides an account of the 

post war political shifts in England, specifically the changes in views on left and right policies 

                                                           
14 ‘About Now’ consisted of nine conferences held yearly during the 1990s in Birmingham, the focus of which 

was the state of contemporary British theatre. 
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and how British politics has moved from a binary model of political life to a triangular one, 

the three angles being the state-led social democracies, Thatcher-Reagan free market 

liberalism and the third an unclear doctrine passing among “grassroots activism, participatory 

democracy, new social forces, rainbow coalitions and, indeed, various third ways” (ibid, 

p.11). He summarizes the privatization policy in arts in a denouncing statement quoting, 

Norman St. John Stevas, the arts minister of Thatcher in 1979. Edgar firstly laments on the 

‘betrayed goal of privatization’ (he quotes from Stevas) that was meant to firstly provide ‘an 

alternative source of finance’ and secondly (and the most importantly) “avoid or neutralize 

some of the dangers of state patronage, such as censorship and conformity and the promotion 

of what I might venture to call ‘establishment art’” (ibid, p.14). Edgar, then, emphasizes that 

these aims were suppressed by threatening the artist with the loss of their state benefits if they 

did not succumb to the ideologies of the Conservative government. Later he discusses the 

shifts in theatre companies’ and institutions’ approach in finding sponsors, the approach 

which is regarded as ‘do-it-yourself’ in this thesis and will be discussed further in Chapter 

Four. Relying on private sponsorship, Edgar argues, forces the theatre companies to inevitably 

follow the rules of their sponsors to become more successful as they should promise those 

sponsor financial benefits in their investments in theatre. In this give-and-take monetary 

climate, theatre becomes a commodity within which the theatregoer is regarded the 

‘customer’ ‘served’ by the production. Then again, Edgar comments on how new writing 

declines due to the privatization and commercialization of theatre; the strategy that was 

supposed to bring the money back to the investor by staging more classical plays. Finally, he 

links the economic crisis that defines the cultural state of the time to the state’s economic 

policies and asserts: “Proverbially the prime minister is not interested in arts that cost money, 

but only in the arts that make money”. (ibid, p.23) 
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  Considering that Edgar’s book is a collection of conference papers, held in the 

presence of some of the significant writers of the 1990s, including IYF playwrights, some of 

their ideas are regarded as highly relevant to the to this thesis’ take on IYF. For instance, Peter 

Ansorge questions the value of the small-scale plays (the significance of which will be 

discussed further in Chapter Four) of IYF and asks whether we should be calling that era of 

British theatre a Golden Age as has been argued by different critics such as Michael 

Billington and Benedict Nightingale (UK Guardian, 1996). Ansorge attacks the idea of 

praising the new state of the British theatre and asserts that the working schedule of theatre 

companies such as Royal Shakespeare, Bush, National and Royal Court should be looked at 

as the main cause of any shift in theatre they witness ‘now’. In the second section devoted to 

plays about masculinity, three playwrights discuss their views on the so-called trend of male 

writers glorifying the theatre stage. Kevin Elyot (in Edgar 1999, p. 51) counters the idea of 

‘trend’ itself, which he believes is limiting the writers from expressing themselves in fear of 

being labelled as a part of a ‘new trend’. In this respect, he asserts that:  

The writing process, as everyone knows, can be a very isolated business, and when 

you finally emerge into the light, hoping that what you've written might be of some 

interest to somebody after all those months of mental solitary confinement, it can 

come as a bit of a surprise to be told that quite a few other writers have written the 

same sort of thing and that you are part of a trend. 

In one of these papers, one of the IYF playwrights, David Eldridge (in Edgar 1999, p. 113), 

tries to oppose the label given to the IYF generation as the Trainspotting-Tarantino generation 

who do not consider theatre as a platform to discuss politics. Eldridge emphasizes how much 

he and his fellow writers are being political and further argues that it becomes apparent how 
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much himself and possibly other playwrights felt compelled to surrender their own view for 

the sake of the one that might be more appealing to the critics’ sensibilities. In objection to the 

idea that the playwrights of the 1990s are stuck in a rut of recreating Tarantino’s images he 

declares: 

And if you look closer at the work of the so-called Trainspotting-Tarantino influenced 

generation of writers that I’m bunched in with, I think it’s much richer than we’re 

given credit for. I can’t imagine a much fiercer attack on consumerism and late 

capitalism than Mark Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking. And forget the controversy, 

what about Sarah Kane’s classical poetic vision? ... I always saw my play Serving It 

Up as a play as much about disaffected middle age as youth. My more recent plays 

have been about north London Tories and Thatcher’s children in the suburbs.  

Thereupon, Eldridge voices his resentment towards critics’ hostile reviews, claiming that the 

critics are wrong to devaluate a play for not having a plot. Then he asserts that although he 

respects the opinion of critics such as Billington regarding the need of theatre for ‘the big 

state-of-the-nation’ plays, the critics, in his view, “miss the real issue at stake. If we want to 

write plays with bigger casts or for bigger stages, there aren't always the opportunities to do 

so any more” (ibid, p. 115). Elsewhere, opposing what Billington expresses in relation to what 

he expects the playwrights to do, Eldridge (2003) claims that the playwright should be given 

the freedom to choose what he wants to write about according to his experiences and to 

expect him to pick a political, journalistic approach merely on principal is futile. Eldridge 

(2003, p. 57) also quotes his fellow playwright, Neilson, suggesting that the new writers are 

not the only ones to be blamed: “I’m always surprised by how the playwright is perceived as a 

kind of politician without allegiance. Now there are some very good writers for whom you 
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could make exactly that claim but it's a burdensome notion”. Contributing to what was 

discussed about playwrights’ disappointment with theatre critics and academics, Eldridge 

clearly asks for a more profound and impartial investigation of the plays attributed to IYF. 

Interestingly enough, the play Eldridge refers to in the statement quoted above, Serving It Up, 

has been underrepresented within the scholarly accounts on IYF theatre. Unsurprisingly, and 

as it was shown throughout this Chapter, Kane’s works has gained more scholarly attention 

among plays of other IYF writers. Selecting plays such as Eldridge’s Serving It Up, among 

two other almost underrepresented IYF plays, this thesis hopes to fulfil IYF playwright’s quest 

for a ‘richer’ analysis of their works by offering a socially-oriented investigation into the 

context of their plays. 

Conclusion 

Vilified or praised, like any other form of avant-garde art, IYF lost its urgency by the end of the 

1990s, while the legacy of prominent playwrights of the genre such as Kane and Ravenhill 

will remain to radiate throughout the British theatre for some years or maybe decades (the 

stylistic and thematic influence of the genre will be investigated in more detail in Chapter 

Nine). As shown in the present Chapter, IYF plays and the genre in general has been studied 

and analysed within various theatrical and social frameworks. In most of these studies, as 

noted throughout the chapter, the academics and the critics alike investigated the inherent 

theatrical aspects of the genre to place its innovative style in a more familiar theatrical 

framework. Despite its comprehensive sweep, however, where the existing literature on IYF 

fails is in its ability to grasp and understand the broader socio-economic and political 

background that gave rise to the IYF plays and on which they are based. Indeed, there are few 

works (D'Monté & Saunders 2007; Kritzer 2008) wherein the focus of the discussion is placed 
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on the social implications of the plays. However, these existing sociological readings of IYF 

are not within the frameworks of a sociological theory that relates to the socio-economic 

transformations that were taking place during the early 1990s. Building on the existing 

scholarship on IYF but at the same time expanding beyond the range of its analysis, the 

current study draws on theories of contemporary sociologists such as Beck (1992, 2001), 

Giddens (1991, 1998), and Furedi (1997, 2005) to explore selected IYF plays in a series of 

case studies that make up section two of this thesis. Given the lack of sociological focus in the 

existing IYF scholarship addressed in this chapter, the textual, thematic analysis of selected 

plays in the second section of this thesis aims at highlighting the significance of utilising 

sociological theories in understanding the socio-political message and criticism inherent in the 

works of IYF. In preparation for this analysis, Chapter Three examines aspects of the 

sociological literature on risk, uncertainty and fear and the implications of his work for our 

understanding and appreciation of IYF in the context of Britain during the 1990s. 
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Chapter Three 

 

Revisiting Risk, Uncertainty, and Culture of 

Fear: A Theoretical Overview 

 

 

Introduction 

“Living in a global age means coping with a diversity of new situations of risk.” 

(Giddens 1999, p. 35)  

In the wake of neoliberalism and the economic policies such as privatization and free market 

economy advocated by the Reagan administration and the British Conservative Government 

during the 1980s, most of the developed countries in the world stepped into an irreversible 

economic shift that not only changed the face of world’s financial systems, but was followed 

by massive political, cultural and ecological transformations. At the time of this economic 

revolution, European sociologists evolved a new range of theories concerned mainly with the 

socio-economic and environmental threats affecting everyday life of post-modern societies. 
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Drawing on Ulrich Beck’s theories of risk society and uncertainty (1992) and 

individualization (2001), Anthony Giddens’ Third Way (1998), and Frank Furedi’s concept of 

the culture of fear (Furedi 1997, 2005), this chapter addresses how such social trends and 

developments impacted on and were reflected in the work of the IYF playwrights. The 

following section of the chapter outlines and describes the related works of Beck, Giddens, 

and Furedi and considers how their works can help in understanding the significance of IYF as 

a form of theatre that radically and controversially reacted to the changing socio-economic 

circumstances of the early 1990s. 

Risk and Uncertainty in the Time of Globalization 

The concept of risk has turned into a key terminology to define and characterize Western 

societies since Beck’s publication of Risk Society: Towards a New Modernity in 1992, 

originally published in German in 1986. For Beck risk is not the traditional and personal risk 

that everyone encounters on a daily basis, such as the risk of opening a new business or 

(mentioning Beck’s (1992) example) setting out to discover new countries or continents - like 

Columbus. He rather talks about the global risks that result from the rise of industrialization, 

the developments of nuclear fission, the threat of atomic warfare and so on. He denotes these 

types of risks as ‘modernization risks’ which, he argues, cause ‘irreversible’ damage to the 

world and often remain ‘invisible’ to those who are indirectly affected by those risks. Beck 

simply defines risk “as a systematic way of dealing with hazards and insecurities induced and 

introduced by modernization itself” (1992, p.21). In his view, they become involved in every 

aspect of the social life of individuals. In the industrialization process, he asserts, the well-

being of nature and human health is not the only component of society which is at stake, but 

also “the social, economic and political consequences of these side effects such as collapsing 
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markets, devaluation of capital, bureaucratic checks on plant decisions, the opening of new 

markets, mammoth costs, legal proceedings and loss of face” (Ibid, p.24). 

Although Beck’s theory of risk and uncertainty firstly emphasizes the risks attributed 

to industrial developments, as a social commentator he mostly analyses the demonstration of 

the impacts of these developments on political, economic, and social structures and the social 

formation of the industrial societies. Risks are not just the individual struggles and problems 

people are supposed to overcome personally. ‘Risks are social’ (Arnoldi 2009) and can put 

people in more divergent dangers than they expect. Further, as Breakwell (2007, p. 71) 

indicates: “The cultural and social understanding of risk is focused on mental models by 

which different social and cultural groups assign meaning to experience of harm and hazard”. 

Breakwell’s statement highlights the emphasis of the sociology of risk on the way individuals 

in a society interpret the concept of risk and how much it contributes to the social imagination 

of the people. These risks can be technological, political or natural disasters which can all 

affect a wide range of the population and, when they occur, are followed by a sense of 

insecurity and suspension.  

To define how societies in modern life are potentially at risk in various ways, Beck 

(1999) makes a distinction between ‘first modernity’ and ‘second modernity’ or ‘reflexive 

modernity’. The distinction he makes is based on the different patterns of life each of the 

societies in these two phases of modernity follow: in the first modernity, people are concerned 

with “collective patterns of life, progress and controllability, full employment and exploitation 

of nature”; on the other hand, the second modernity is all about “globalization, 

individualization, gender revolution, underemployment and global risks” (ibid, p.2). Beck 

believes that the notion of controllability brings security and certainty with itself, yet what 

defines the second modernity is risk and uncertainty in the individual’s everyday life. The 
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dynamic nature of modern society brings about the destruction and reproduction of the social 

structures within that society. In this cycle the withered structure is replaced by a more 

individualized society in which people are more concerned with their own personal affairs, 

more self-centred and self-preservationist (Beck, Giddens & Lash 1994). This means, the 

factors causing damage to the industrial society are not the result of external forces, such as 

revolution, crisis, invasion, or war, but the ‘normal, autonomized modernization’ itself. This 

should be regarded as a “new stage, in which progress can turn into self-destruction, in which 

one kind of modernization undercuts and changes another” and that is what Beck “calls the 

stage of reflexive modernization” (ibid, p.2). However, Beck refers to this process as the 

process of dis-embedding and re-embedding15:  

If simple modernization means, at bottom, first the dis-embedding and second the re-

embedding of traditional social forms, then reflexive modernization means first the 

dis-embedding and second the re-embedding of industrial social forms by another 

modernity (Ibid). 

The risks of modernization become systematic risks in which every single person is 

sometimes cause and sometimes effect. In this risk society, the system acts within and through 

individuals and the individuals are the wheels of the vehicle by which the system heads 

toward modernization. Therefore “the causes dribble away into a general amalgam of agents 

and conditions, reactions and counter-reactions, which brings social certainty and popularity 

to the concept of system” (Beck 1992, p. 33). Although risks are created locally and they 

emerge in a specific area depending on the risky action taken (such as a factory built on the 

                                                           
15 The word disembedding was first coined by Giddens in “The Consequences of Modernity” (1990, p. 21), 

referring to displacement of traditional values as a consequence of globalization and modernization or to put it in 

his words “by disembedding I mean “lifting out” of social relations from local context of interaction and their 

restructuring across indefinite spans of time-space”. 
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bank of a river, polluting air and water simultaneously), they tend to become global. This is 

due to the huge advance of globalization, magnifying the quiddity of the risks. Therefore, 

gradually those risks lose their urgency over time as people become aware of their lack of 

ability to eliminate the causes. In a society driven by the impulses created by the daily risks 

(which are changing in form and prioritization), people's reaction also shifts from hysteria to 

indifference and vice versa.  

Beck’s (1992) analytical emphasis on social changes emerging during the 1980s is 

placed on Western societies and specifically Germany, since he uses its circumstances as 

exemplary cases to clarify his theories. For instance, he exemplifies the boomerang effect of 

agricultural chemicals on German farmers and consumers alike (pp.37-39), side effects of 

industrial pollutants on German citizens’ health (pp.61-64), the impact of modernization on 

social class changes in Germany (pp.91-93), and many more various cases in his other works. 

However, since the widespread development of globalization during the 1990s, resulting in 

the spread of industrialization to the non-western societies, Beck’s theories were no longer 

limited to a single country or continent. Inevitably, in world risk society the risks and 

insecurities endanger a wider range of individuals, since, as Beck (1999, p. 3) asserts, it 

depicts: 

The spread of informal sector and the flexibilization of labour, the legal deregulation 

of large areas of the economy and work relations, the loss of legitimacy by the state, 

the gross unemployment and underemployment, the more forceful intervention by 

multinational corporations, and the high rate of everyday violence and crime. 
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Linking his theories to the status of the world in millennial stages, Beck (2007) elaborates on 

different forms of risks that created a new order in our social systems, risks such as terrorism, 

financial crisis, and global climate change. 

Before moving on to Beck’s discussion of the theory of individualization, it is worth 

mentioning Giddens’ (1998) distinctive perspective on modernization as it contributes to a 

different analytical framework of this thesis project. Giddens’ approach towards the concept 

of economic globalization and cultural transformation contrasts with the approach of Beck 

specifically due to the distinctive narratives of their respective theories. Beck’s focus is on 

defining the new terms he introduces (terms with which he describes the conditions of life in 

second modernity) and also exploring the problems facing societies in the period of 

globalization. In contrast, Giddens counters the passivity of risk expounded in the work of 

Beck by suggesting active engagement with issues Beck associates with risk society, by 

attempting to find some remedies to cope with risk societies attributes. In The Third Way 

(1998, p.64) he asserts that “third way politics should take a positive attitude towards 

globalization” and gives some examples of the essence of the problems which are misleading 

people from acting upon the risk factors. For instance, he highlights the role of the researchers 

in the case of BSE crisis16 in the UK whose disagreement caused a major problem for the 

policy makers who were presented with ‘unclear sets of findings’ embodying ‘ambiguous 

conclusions’ and ‘disputed interpretations’. He, then, suggests that: 

Decision-making in these contexts cannot be left to the ‘experts’, but has to involve 

politicians and citizens. In short, science and technology cannot stay outside democratic 

                                                           
16 Short for Bovine Spongiform Encephalopathy, commonly known as mad cow disease. This crisis refers to the 

recognition of a widespread caw disease in British meat industry which resulted in worldwide banning of British 

beef from March 1996 until 2006. For more information on BSE crisis in UK: 

http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2000/oct/26/bse3 
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processes. Experts cannot be relied upon automatically to know what is good for us, nor 

can they always provide us with unambiguous truth; they should be called upon to 

justify their conclusions and policies in the face of public scrutiny (ibid, p.59). 

Numerous examples of making remedial points and requiring policy-makers to act 

differently with the rise of new forms of ecological, cultural or social problems are found in 

Giddens’ (1998, p.64) work. He also argues that we need to stop seeing “globalization as a 

threat to national integrity and traditional values”. Instead, suggests Giddens, we should be 

able to master the “use of tools of modernity to cope with living in a world ‘beyond tradition’ 

and ‘on the other side of nature’ where risk and responsibility have a new mix” (ibid, p.68).  

For Giddens, the risks endangering our world start with globalization's control over the 

social, political, cultural, and economic lives of people alike. Giddens (1999) believes that by 

the end of the millennium the spread of global shifts in every social aspect of western and 

non-western societies reshape our lives in a way that we increasingly lose control over our 

economic and political lives. Similar to Beck’s notion of risk, he separates risk from danger or 

hazard which has always threatened human beings throughout history. The new form of risk is 

the consequence of human actions which he defines as ‘manufactured’ risk, as compared with 

‘external’ risk. The manufactured risks “refer to hazards that are actively assessed in relation 

to future possibilities” (qtd. in Ekberg 2007, p. 353). The external risks such as floods, 

plagues, or famine has always been the main concern of the traditional culture, whereas “at a 

certain point - very recently in historical terms - we started worrying less about what nature 

can do to us, and more about what we have done to nature” (Giddens 1999, p. 3). 

Giddens (1999) once more attempts to define the scope of risks endangering human life 

and, more importantly, he questions the value of scientific and technological developments in 
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promoting and magnifying the threats to our lives. As he states each day, every second, results 

of a new experiment are revealed to show how much we are in danger of, for instance, the 

impact of environmental toxin on sperm counts (the results of the research on this issue was 

rejected and disproved after a few years), global warming (which many scientists continue to 

doubt the existence of), or even our daily diet17. Giving everyone the opportunity to live their 

lives based on daily scientific revelations leaves the individuals in a state of uncertainty in the 

long run. As Giddens (1999, p.3)) states “a risk society is a society where we increasingly live 

on a high technological frontier which absolutely no one completely understands and which 

generates a diversity of possible futures”. Reflecting upon late modern application of science 

and technology, he introduces two major transformations that in turn result in risk society, 

these transformations being ‘the end of nature’ and ‘the end of tradition’ (Ibid)18.  

Although Beck and Giddens have different attitudes and theoretical perspectives 

towards the notion of risk society, they both share the idea that being uncertain about what we 

eat, drink, and do, as well as the fear of losing one’s job, the fear of financial future and the 

livelihood insecurity, all become inevitable and inextricable aspects of late modern societies. 

Thus, the state of modern insecurities is no longer an ecological issue or a political term used 

to make people conscious and sometimes worried about the future awaiting them. Rather it 

has become a state of mind, a permanent phase of the late  modern human’s personality, a 

force that determines the future actions of individuals in the society, a culture of fear. 

                                                           
17 He refers to various experiments done during the 1990s revealing some facts on wine harming human health 

which was rejected a few years later. The new results showed that red wine not only is not harmful, it also is 

beneficial to human health. He also mentions the BES-related results on British beef.  
18 ‘The end of nature’ attributes to when we started worrying about what we do to nature instead of what it does 

to us, as in contrast with ‘the end of tradition’ that denotes the time we ‘no longer live life as fate’. By ‘fate’ he 

means the kind of life that was traditionally defined for men and women in a social and domestic scale.  
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Culture of Fear and Politics of Fear 

Fear is a word that is now used in many different contexts. As such, ‘fear’ is becoming 

a meta-terminology for things that we don’t understand; things that we are anxious about, that 

we loath or despise and this creates a kind of paranoia, for which fear becomes a byword. Fear 

is not a reaction to something dangerous or hazardous, but an element with which to interpret 

life: “It has become a cultural idiom through which we signal a sense of growing unease about 

our place in the world” (Furedi 2006, p. vii)19. The fact that people are afraid of something 

indicates that they are aware of it, not just scared of it. They are consciously preparing 

themselves to find a way to protect themselves from the cause of fear, and, as such, becoming 

risk averse. As a result of this awareness, individuals are more inclined to build particular 

perceptions that shape their actions and judgment of things. Discussing Christopher Lambert’s 

(2006) study of French society, The Fearful Society, Furedi posits that humans in the modern 

era are occupied with “fear of the future, fear of losing, fear of others, fear of taking a risk, 

fear of solitude, fear of growing old” (ibid). This is the fear of powerful destructive forces that 

awakes human kind and concerns them more than before. In this way, the destructive force is 

the human itself. The human is afraid of himself and the power people have in their ability to 

commit atrocities and hostilities, therefore “The scary stories that we continually transmit to 

one another indicate that society feels uncomfortable with itself and has little faith in people” 

(ibid, xvii). 

This state of being scared or afraid of our surroundings is not just when people are 

connected in hostile contexts such as daily personal conflicts with one another or in more 

                                                           
19 The fourth edition of Furedi’s Culture of Fear: Risk Taking and the Morality of Expectation (1997) was 

published in 2006 under the new title of Culture of Fear Revisited. This edition of the book includes a chapter 

called: ‘What Is Distinct about the Way We Fear?’.  
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vigorously cases such as war. Rather, it also extends to their friendly relations with each 

other, in which affections such as love, parenthood, and friendships are involved. In these 

circumstances, they are even more likely to be at risk of losing faith in one another, being 

uncomfortable and participating in a culture of fear which is embedded in everyday life. In his 

preface to Culture of Fear Revisited, Furedi (2006) questions the academics’ tendency to 

associate fear of risk to love relations by bringing an exemplary study US academics have 

conducted on university students (Zusman & Knox 1998). The research, Furedi indicates, 

accents that university students should be warned of the ‘potential downside of being in love’ 

as ‘in the name of love’ young people try to experience ‘risky behaviour’ (Furedi 2006, p. 

xvii). This kind of research reflects on the fact that issues like love and affection, which are 

meant to be associated with security and integrity in the first place, are shown by academics to 

be an illustration of the endemic fear of risk that Furedi locates in contemporary society. He 

Further emphasizes that risk is not the fear of dying in an accident or an airplane crash 

anymore. Rather it is associated with catching Hepatitis talking to a friend or dying in a 

terrorist attack doing the shopping and as Furedi (ibid, p.27) defines the new concept of risk 

in regard to the modern society: 

Contemporary discussion is best expressed through the conceptualization of being ‘at 

risk’. The new and original way of framing the term is so pervasive that it is easy to 

overlook the fact that it is only recently that risk has been thought of in this way. To be 

at risk is an ambiguous concept. It is used to denote certain types of people are 

particularly vulnerable to a hazard. Children who are at risk are usually associated with 

a particular life style. It also represents a statement about human being. Their range of 

options and their future are circumscribed by the variety of the risk factors that affect 

them. 
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With debates beginning to heat up around various risks surrounding everyday life in 

post-industrial society, it seems impossible to resist the fear which is hanging over the 

collective social mind-set. Besides the frightening industrialization and modernization risks, a 

new wave of fear, which he refers to as ‘promoted fears’ by the US and UK governments, 

emerged during 1980s and 1990s. Over these two decades the policy of victimization is 

intensified to a point that the Labour Party’s policy statement in 1995 is entitled Everyone’s a 

victim (Garland 2001). The aim of these policies was to publicize as well as normalize the fact 

that crime has become another inseparable part of contemporary life. The level of jeopardy 

under the victimization policies could vary from being directly a victim of a specific crime to 

only being aware of the threat of a criminal act. Either way the awareness of fear of crime 

results in “crime-avoidance behaviour which has become a daily dimension of our lives and 

integral to how we manage our affairs” (Furedi 2006, p.3). What makes this culture of fear a 

matter of importance in contemporary life is the free-floating dynamic of fear which is 

distinct from the previous form of fear, as Furedi (Ibid, p.4) asserts:  

In contrast, today fear has an unpredictable and free-floating character. One day we 

fear gun-crime, a week later our attention is drawn to car-jacking, only to be distracted 

next month by the epidemic of happy slapping. In contemporary times, fear migrates 

freely from one problem to the next without there being a necessity for causal or 

logical connection.  

To add to Furedi’s list, the fears attributed to various unreliable scientific researches 

that aim at people’s daily consumption habits redirect the culture of fear to the very core 

theory of this thesis, risk society and insecurity. Because of the fast pace of developments in 

the scientific capabilities of human advancements and the public’s widespread accessibility to 

the results drawn from these advancements, no one can avoid the sense of fear that is followed 
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by knowing more than what one needs in order to live a normal life. In contemporary life, 

how everyday knowledge is limitedly distributed among people does not instigate fear, but 

rather the availability of knowledge to everyone via media and social networks. During the 

1990s, people’s growing ease of access to the internet and news agencies started to play a 

significant role in society as the distribution of negative and often disturbing reports about 

their lifestyle and risky behaviours involved in everyday actions took a more pervasive 

quality. In the predigital age there were far fewer outlets available through which people 

could consume news, outlets that could inform them of the ecological, environmental, and 

risk possibilities endangering their lives and their children’s future. As a consequence, 

solubilizing measures were unlikely to be taken by the uninformed public. In contrast, for the 

well-informed public of the 1990s, who had the advantage of free-floating knowledge via 

internet and more numbers of independent news agencies, risk and frightening news about 

risky environment and lifestyle became a recurring daily issue that appeared to either lose its 

immediacy or turn into an insoluble predicament.   

Another outcome of this condition in which people start to trust no one and fear 

everything is the cynicism people hold towards politicians and a political apathy which in 

Furedi’s (2005) view, has begun to dominate the modern individual’s political life over the 

last three decades. In Politics of Fear Furedi (2005) discusses the circumstances leading to 

this political apathy which he believes is a result of political exhaustion. Different factors are 

in play for a society to reach political exhaustion, one of which Furedi strongly emphasizes is 

the ruling elites' lack of recognition towards their role and duty as the ones who are entitled to 

encourage their nation to actively make decisions for their future. With political apathy, all 

around, people will lose their hope for any change taking place and will therefore be tempted 

to avoid taking responsibility for the future decisions they have to make. As Furedi suggests, 
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some social commentators and sociologists such as Giddens (1994; 2002) and Norris (2002) 

believe that being anti-political is a way of pro-actively being political. They defend the idea 

by stating that losing faith in politics and its potential to bring change is a rejection of a 

specific political party. However, Furedi opposes this ideology by referring to it as a situation 

in which one defers one’s future to fate. For him this represents a pessimistic outlook towards 

life, specifically one’s political and social life and that is why “today, people’s idealism and 

hopes are rarely invested in a belief in political change, and individuals rarely develop their 

identities through some form of political attachment” (Ibid, p.30).  

To back up his views, in the second chapter of his book, Politics of Fear (2005), 

Furedi refers to the outcome of some surveys and other research in relation to British citizens’ 

disinterestedness in politics. Among these, Furedi looks at the ballots and the percentage of 

people’s participation in elections as in 1997 when New Labour’s victory was determined by 

only 31 percent of the qualified voters and in 2001 Tony Blair was backed by an even fewer 

voters as he returned to office with 24 percent of the eligible electorate casting votes (p.32). 

What makes the circumstances worse in Furedi’s opinion is the participation of the younger 

generation in general elections, which is far less than that of adult voters. Thus, according to 

Furedi, it appears that “during the 2001 General Elections in Britain, the Electoral 

Commission estimated the turnout rate for 18-24-year-olds at only 39 per cent” (ibid). 

Quoting from Weinstein, Furedi asserts “as well as being less likely to vote in elections when 

compared with older age cohorts, young people have consistently fewer memberships of 

formal groups of various kinds, express less interest in politics and are much less likely to 

offer a party-political identification” (ibid). 
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The second parameter to look at is people’s level of trust towards politicians. For 

instance Furedi (2005, p. 34) refers to a Gallop poll in 1995 showing people’s ‘low’ or ‘very 

low’ opinion of Members of Parliament, or a survey in 1994 concluding that only 24 percent 

of the British population strongly believe that their government “places the national interest 

above party interest”. One other survey conducted in 1999 showed that 25 percent of the 

respondents did not trust politicians at all, 65 percent a little, and only 10 percent a lot. These 

specific figures and outcomes of various surveys indicate the political attitude of the younger 

generation of the British society. In the time that the New Labour government tried to capture 

the zeitgeist of the period and let the political, economic and cultural policies of its 

government respond to the cultural demands of the young generation (referring to the notion 

of Cool Britannia), there was still a wide gap between Britain’s young population and its 

government.  

Another aspect of Young Britons’ political apathy can be linked back to the theory of 

new individualization and atomization. Sociologists such as Giddens (1994;2002) and Norris 

(2002) are highly optimistic regarding the new forms of contemporary political engagements 

which could include online petition signing, or becoming members of various self-help groups 

and protest movements, which are growing in number each day. They believe that practicing 

in these forms of engagement represents a high level of democratic developments and 

provides the individual with more practical options to get involved with political activities of 

any sort. Hence, on the one hand these new approaches to political and social issues only 

support passive and atomized forms of public engagements, giving people the opportunity to 

act privately upon an issue at stake. This, in turn, often leads to prioritizing the personal well-

being over national well-being, rather than moving with others towards a shared goal. Instead 

of regarding the very act of participation in social movements as a ‘means to an end’, it 
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becomes ‘an end in itself’ (Ibid, p.46). On the other hand, as Furedi quotes form an observer 

(Skocpol 2003, p.232 qtd. in Furedi 2005, p. 39) “the great majority of the 5 million people 

who are officially members of one of the organizations that make up the environmental 

movement, for example, are fairly passive, rarely extending beyond possession of their 

membership card” (p.39). The last point to make regarding how varied the options have 

become for the individual to choose from, would be to consider the fact that diversity is not 

always beneficial. In the case of social movements and self-help groups it represents “an 

apolitical strategy for avoiding making statements of judgments” (p.45) to directly deal with 

the issues at stake.  

Individualization and its Circumstances  

What the individualization of the new modern era or ‘the second’ modernity is dealing 

with is apparently different from the concept as it was understood one hundred years ago. 

According to Bauman, in his Forward to Beck and Beck-Gernsheim’s (2001, p. xvi) book, 

Individualization: 

It is an activity re-enacted daily. Modern society exists in its activity of 

‘individualizing’, as much as the activities of individuals consist in that daily reshaping 

and renegotiating of their mutual engagements which is called ‘society’. Neither of the 

partners stays put for long. And so, the meaning of ‘individualization’ keeps changing, 

taking on ever new shapes – as the accumulated results of its past history set ever new 

rules and turn out ever new stakes of the game. 

In search of autonomy the individual takes the risk of assuming complete responsibility for 

his or her own actions. In the past people were a part of the institution and the institution was 
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a part of the society. However, with late modern individualisation, the institution is the society 

and individual is the institution itself, the one who has to cooperate, win, act, decide and 

compete in order to keep belonging to the cycle of life. This resembles the ‘risk’ society 

which is the main issue to be discussed in this thesis from the point of view of the new 

generation who are dealing with the conflicts arising from the type of lives they are leading. 

This is, as Arnoldi (2009, p. 52) puts it, a ‘social imperative’, not a decision to make. The 

consistent instability of modern life is inevitably experienced by every member of any society 

alongside the search for self-identity as: 

… modernity is a post-traditional order, in which the question, ‘How shall I live?’ has 

to be answered in day-to-day decisions about how to behave, what to wear and what to 

eat – and many other things – as well as interpreted within the temporal unfolding of 

self-identity (Giddens 1991, p. 14).  

For Beck, the new form of individualization is another consequence of risk society. In 

the risk society, the distribution of risk is so much dependent on class and therefore in a 

society governed by risk the class conflict enhances inevitably. To more fully clarify this, 

Beck suggests that the wealthy are capable of buying the remedies to escape the risk while the 

proletariat must still keep struggling to have access to those remedies if possible. This even 

strengthens the gaps in the class society. Followed by this discussion, Beck (1992, p. 87) for 

the first time brings forward his arguments on individualization as a consequence of 

modernization. As he asserts, the global risks of industrialization overlap with “social, 

biographical, and cultural risks and insecurities”. Consequently, there appears a reciprocal 

interaction and interconnectedness between reflexive modernity, the reflexive individual and 

the reflexive social structure, so to speak. Reflexive modernity brings about a new shape of 

social structures - social classes, familial bonds, gender conflict, marriage, parenthood – and 
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in return the influence of these newly reformed social structures on the individual are 

surpassed by more individualistic sensibilities and modes of everyday conduct. 

In this sense of individualization, in which the self is set free from any traditional 

categorization of social groups, one has to make oneself the centre of one’s own life to be able 

to survive as social class is no longer such a strong determinant of identity, lifestyle and 

belonging. Economically speaking, class distinctions, in relation to inequality and insecurity, 

become even more visible in the era of second-modernity, compared to first-modernity. 

Hence, the individual tends to lose any “ties to a social class” as it “recedes mysteriously into 

the background for the actions of people” (Beck 1992, p. 88). In other words, the class 

struggle is no longer shared among social groups as it used to be, but rather becomes an 

individualized concern for the person who is set free to choose his/her state of belonging to a 

social group, so it becomes a struggle among individuals to gain individualized stratification 

and security. Social inequalities are not dissolved in this post-industrial late-capitalist social 

class system and interestingly “we increasingly confront the phenomenon of a capitalism 

without class, but with individualized social inequality and all the related social and political 

problems” (ibid). 

Like any other systematic changes in the social structure of a nation, individualization 

happens due to different dimensions based on the structure of the initiator. In the case of 

Beck's theses of individualization of the labour market - in comparison to the 

individualization of the bourgeoisie which derived essentially from the struggle of the 

bourgeoisie in stabilizing its social and political power in the feudal system - these 

dimensions originate from the labour market itself - education, mobility and competition. In 

Beck’s view, in the process of modernization the education system - like other social 

institutions – needs to change in order to be able to collude in promoting the agenda of 
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modernization. Aiming to turn the individual into an agent of reflexive modernity, “depending 

on its duration and contents, education makes possible at least a certain degree of self-

discovery and reflection” (ibid, p.93). On the other hand, the labour market requires the 

person to anxiously step into the process of selecting a future career so that he or she is 

protected from any ‘downward mobility’. Once the person enters the labour market, he/she 

becomes familiar with the competitive conditions of a market which is the consequence of the 

mobility of the demands the same market puts on individuals (ibid, p.93-95). In this circle, the 

educational system, the media, and above all the social structures themselves - such as family, 

social groups, and the ever-changing class system – become involved in disseminating the 

reflexive individualization, by further intensifying the situation within which the individual 

drowns deeper in the self-oriented world of their own.  To summarize Beck’s take on 

individualization, we can refer to his main concern which is the detriments of the new social 

system imposed on the individuals and as Arnoldi (2009, p. 51) puts it:  

There is no doubt a higher degree of freedom in this development, but there are also 

new pressures and pitfalls because individualization does not mean that, say, social 

inequality is diminished – it means only that the collective resources for dealing with 

social inequality are no longer there. This also indicates why the notion of 

individualization is in fact not that remote from risk, precisely because 

individualization leads to what Beck calls biographical risk. 

Seeing individualization as a direct aspect of globalization, Giddens (1998) 

approaches Beck’s institutionalized individualization from a different angle. In his view, the 

new individualization begins by failure in portraying ‘the self-seeking’ individual in the 

theories of neoliberal economics. Hence it is not a result of one specific systematic change. 

The free market, globalization, neoliberalism, and the welfare state each played their role in 
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shaping the new individualism and, as Giddens asserts, “set up under the aegis of 

collectivism, welfare institutions have helped liberate individuals from some of the fixities of 

the past” (ibid, p.36).  Although it emerges out of failure, he believes that the new form of 

individualization should be regarded as a transition of moral codes rather than an element of 

moral decay. Giddens suggests that we need to proactively embrace this shift of responsibility 

to build up a new means of social solidarity and collectivism in the light of our individualistic 

autonomy.  “All of us have to live in a more open and reflective manner than the previous 

generations. This change is by no means only a beneficial one: new worries and anxieties 

come to the fore. But many more positive possibilities do too” (ibid, p.37). Given the 

positivity of Giddens’ viewpoint on individualization of second modernity, nothing is left for 

the individual but future opportunities to build up their ‘do it yourself’ biographies. 

However as Furedi (1997, p. 175) suggests, fear can be positive or negative in 

different circumstances. If a nation holds on to its cynical ideas in regard to their socio-

political conditions, they are not definitely going to end up with a better status, since “cynical 

criticism does not strengthen critical thoughts”. To make fear a positive element people must 

be aware of the essence and the roots of their fear and start critiquing the circumstances that 

cause their fear. As previously mentioned, Giddens believes we need to be able to positively 

engage with the problematic circumstances that are restricting our prospective hopes towards 

a better a future. Arts have always been the mirror holding the image of the malice and 

splendours of the society to its inhabitants and reminds them of the struggles they grapple 

with. A generation which is aware of the fears of its society and is concerned with finding a 

way to engage positively with fears of its generation is capable of finding the courage to be 

aggressive, provocative and artistically avant-garde. This generation might firstly become 

aware of the many risks its society is confronted with and the fear which makes the whole 
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generation act pessimistically toward it. The next phase would be the anger and rage that 

clouds over their ideologies forcing them to either act positively or negatively. In its positive 

sense, the anger takes an expressive form helping them to depict their concerns. In the case of 

this thesis’s study, the IYF playwrights, as the members of a generation who have witnessed 

particular socio-economic and political shifts (which will be discussed further in the next 

section) were able to provide a medium through their work whereby those who watch and / or 

read them could become more reflexively aware of the issues of fear, risk and uncertainty; 

moreover, what the playwrights themselves are concerned with and are grappling with in their 

everyday lives, are articulated though the provocative images and intense and confronting 

scenes in their artistic work, as a means for their own self-reflectivity.  

Young Generation in the British Society of the 1990s 

While social theories concerning Britain's declining economy have a long standing presence 

in addressing the causes of decline, many scholars such as Koestler (1963) and Sampson 

(1962) link the economic recessions and decline of the post-war period to other significant 

factors such as the cultural and ‘psychological attitudes’ of the nation to which Koestler 

(1963, p. 13) alludes: “We are at the moment dying by the mind…”. In this regard, Tomlinson 

(in Addison & Jones 2005, p. 166) believes Britain became a country where everything “is 

governed by people untrained and poorly prepared for the demanding tasks that they 

undertake”. In the centre of these problems, these scholars believed, was poor education and 

mistrust in elites and scientific experts which leads to the exclusion of such experts from the 

power system. In this presuming mismanagement period, respective British Prime Ministers 

Wilson (1964-70) and Heath (1970-74) were motivated by the political spectrum of the 1960s 



77 
 

to implement systematic and infrastructural modernization in order for Britain to reverse the 

declining trend and rise up again in the economic growth competition between European 

countries. In this process, an inevitable technological and scientific revolution was required 

which as Tomlinson (in Addison & Jones 2005, p. 167) states:  

… would shift resources from military to civilian uses and harness those resources to 

speed up economic growth. This strategy thus broadly accepted the declinist 

arguments about Britain’s problems, and aimed to reverse the pattern of slow growth 

by government-led initiatives. 

Given the initiatives taken by governments, some internal factors such as the unrealistic 

policies introduced by both governments as well as some external factors such as the effect of 

OPEC and the recent prevalence of globalization lead to not only the failure in accomplishing 

what was promised, but a virulent state of inflation and unemployment. Given the fiscal 

challenges prior to Thatcher’s Conservative government, the Thatcher government’s plan for 

‘reversing decline’ with the introduction of free market, which seemed to finally bring some 

promising economic growth, also failed due to other well-researched misjudgements and 

mismanagements of the policies. In this respect, the Eighties is mostly remembered as the 

beginning of a new economic trend, influenced by the Keynesian system that allowed 

Thatcher’s Conservative government to reduce the role of state in economy and consequently 

change the welfare state landscape. With the introduction of the free-market and promotion of 

private enterprise the scale of welfare dependency shrank (Evans, Ewing & Nolan 1992; 

Pilcher & Wagg 1996; Powell 1999) and by the end of the decade, reforms in the welfare 

system and financial landscape instigated an unprecedented rate of inflation and 
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unemployment, “declining industrial output, deteriorating manufacturing competitiveness, 

and record bankruptcies in the private sector” (Evans, Ewing & Nolan 1992, p. 572). 

As a consequence of the shifts in the economic framework, fluctuation in many other 

socio-economic elements were also patent, such as the fluctuation in disposable income, the 

increase in consumption of goods and public services, the alteration of workforce schemes by 

the rise in the number of women in employment which also altered the salary patterns, the 

constant fall and rise of trade unions, and further changes to Britain’s impact on international 

trade. The initiative of a free market was accelerated by the unescapable trend of globalization 

which inducted massive changes in the industrial and commercial infrastructure of the entire 

world. While the trajectory of a global, free-market was taking a steady and slow pace, large 

businesses and state-owned organizations that had just started to join the private sector at the 

time, became a major facilitator in establishing the rules of a global market. The reason was 

that as a consequence of transition from subsidized businesses or organizations to private 

ones, organizations faced substantial loses while on the other side global market was heading 

towards a more fiscally optimistic replacement for the national misfortunes. Even though a 

newly established private market was benefiting from the developments, eagerly innovating 

more practical ways to expand it, the drawbacks of the changes in environment, lifestyle, and 

economy became gradually evident. Anti-union legislation and unemployment resulted in the 

weakness of trade union, welfare system transformations brought about an unstable payment 

scheme, and reform in industrial relations caused a major fall in the number of manufacturing 

units (Addison & Jones 2005; Oakland 2001). 

Economically speaking, along with countries like France and Germany, Britain 

became the victim of an economic stagnation due to the ‘near collapse’ of the European 
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Exchange Rate Mechanism (Turner 2014). The economic pressures reached a point that on 

the day of 16 September 1992 -nicknamed Black Wednesday- the banking system in Major 

Government encountered a predicament where “the bank of England began to throw huge 

sums of money at the market, buying up the currency that no one else wanted” (ibid, p. 81). 

Moreover, like other western societies, with the advent of globalization Britain was struggling 

to minimize the scope of failures and drawbacks relating to the new technological 

advancements. Nevertheless, any form of systematic evolution in this scale is subject to a 

period of dislocation, perplexity and more evidently social, cultural, economic and political 

crisis. Accordingly, a social and cultural consternation was inevitable to be the aftermath of 

Thatcherism, globalization, modernization, and technological advances in Britain that were 

widely reflected through the cultural products of the time in various ways such as film, 

cinema, visual arts, music, and theatre. During the 1990s the words fear, risk and insecurity 

had become recurrent terms appearing in every form of media to a point that the use of the 

term ‘at risk’ in UK newspapers increased from 2037 to 18003 in a 6-year period from 1994 

to 2000 (Furedi 2006). Alongside the economic crisis, the devaluation of sterling, and the 

social and global malaise affecting the lives of British people, the unprecedented increase of 

violent and criminal incidents happened, representing a different level of national outrage. For 

instance, the murder of the three-year old James Bulger by two ten-year old boys instigated a 

different form of fear among British parents towards the potential dangers awaiting their 

young ones and as Furedi (1997, p. 110) suggests: “The questions raised about child violence 

around the Bulger case expressed the uncertainty about human relationships in a particularly 

intense form”. These unprecedented upsurges indicate how British people were dictated to by 

the media and the national and international circumstances to make sense of the new 

atmosphere of paranoia around them. 



80 
 

In addition to economic reforms, Thatcher’s “there is no such thing as society!” was 

recognized as the foundation of a new socio-political strategy that was aggravated by the 

individualization of late modern societies. For Thatcher society is constituted of individuals 

who are forced to make decisions, take responsibility, fight for opportunities, and manage 

their recently privatized companies, devoid of any of the previous state supports. In defining 

Thatcherism, Green (2006, p. 27) quotes Thatcher stating: “management of property, whether 

it is a home, whether it is your shares or savings, building up your own security for the future, 

brings a sense of responsibility... that is what Thatcherism is”. He later clarifies that “indeed, 

‘rolling back the frontiers of the state’ was to force people to be free, in so far as they would 

have to rely on their own actions to obtain security rather than depend on others in the form of 

taxpayer-subsidized industries or benefits”. In this respect, Britain suddenly became the 

country wherein individuals had to fight the aforementioned socio-political circumstances on 

their own and take the risks of any responsibility they had towards the constant uncertain 

decisions they make. 

Given that ever-growing economic decline was on the rise and the social actors were 

left alone in their daily struggles during the late 1980s and early 1990s, a large, increasing 

number of young people found themselves caught up in a socio-economic hiatus for longer 

periods of time, in comparison to youth economic conditions in the earlier decades (Chisholm 

et al. 1990). In a comparative collection20 of research on youth socio-economic life 

circumstances during the Eighties, entitled Childhood, Youth and Social Change: A 

Comparative Perspective, the upsurging class-cultural inequality of young people in the UK is 

investigated and represented in several chapters. Borrowing Halsey’s (1988) idea on the 

                                                           
20 The study focuses on youth from UK and FRG. 
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impact of inequality of both income and wealth distribution, Chisholm (Chisholm et al. 1990, 

p. 31) indicates “since the mid-seventies divisions between a prosperous majority and a 

depressed minority have indeed deepened. Poverty has become more widespread: in 1983, 36 

per cent of the British population lived at/around supplementary benefit level”. She, then, 

continues to elaborate on the prevalent unemployment patterns among young people where 

they find it inevitable not to succumb to the demand for mobility and relocation to the inner-

city areas of London in search of a career that is only enough to make the ends meet. The shift 

in population automatically brings about other economic and cultural complications such as 

changes in the rent prices, increasing unaffordability of the housing system, overcrowding and 

higher demands for social and local services as well as council housing which in return 

resulted in an expanding group of young homeless people in the inner-cities.  

The social and cultural significance of long-term unemployment among young people 

in the UK has been the central focus of various studies for several decades (Allen et al. 1986; 

Chisholm et al. 1990; France 2007; Pilcher & Wagg 1996; Willis 1986), in most of which it is 

mainly the impact of new economic trends and unemployment patterns on youth behaviour 

that are investigated. France (2007, p. 19) usefully summarizes some of the changes that 

occurred between 1980 and 1993 when the state benefits to the young were largely reduced 

and writes:   

These included the repeal of employment protection legislation, 21-year-olds losing 

living-at-home contributions, 16–17-year-olds losing contributions to board 

allowance, and students losing benefits in vacations. By the late 1980s the Thatcher 

government was also building in ‘workfare programmes’ where welfare benefits were 

linked to job searching and availability. Getting benefits became more closely aligned 
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to finding a job. The youth wage was also deregulated and opened up to market forces, 

while rates of pay set on youth training programmes were reduced. 

The state’s initiative in addressing the youth problem was creating more opportunities in the 

form of training programs, the aim of which was to raise the inclusion of the young people in 

the economic scheme. However, with the uncontrolled programs of this kind came the 

accelerating expectations from young people to show higher levels of skills, while 

demonstrating acceptable knowledge of the market. As a result, it became a standard norm by 

both the policy makers and owners of businesses and organizations began to blame young 

people for their own unemployment as they were believed to show a lack of necessary 

competences. Studies on this aspect of the link between youth mindset and unemployment 

during late 1980s shows a great level of success in the creation of this belief among the youth: 

All studies of the young unemployed confirm that they are likely to blame themselves 

for their failure to find employment, and that despite the consequences of 

unemployment for their self-esteem, they have not ceased to place a high value on 

‘work’ as an important part of life from which they do not wish to be excluded. 

(Chisholm et al. 1990, p. 33)  

The cumulative effect of various given measures was the emergence of a society 

wherein economically deprived and socially marginalized young people had no other choice 

but to get accustomed to the reality of a disenchanting present and an insecure future. On top 

of this was the process of individualization in the era of second modernity where the socially 

marginalized young people were on the verge of identity crisis in the ‘biographical project’ 

they were forced into. Furthermore, in the risk society as discussed by Beck (1992), Giddens 

(1991), and Bauman (2003) traditional forms of support by family and friends are dissolved 
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into new forms of individualized constant striving in daily life. Therefore, young people, 

mostly from working-class or lower middle-class origins, grapple with risky working 

opportunities, lack of support from families (who are also involved in the daily economic 

struggles attributed to working class adults), and changing socio-cultural circumstances in 

their neighbourhood. Needless to say, being born in the late 1960s and early 1970s and 

growing up during the 1980s, IYF playwrights were among the young disenfranchised 

generation who were highly influenced by the socio-political circumstance of those decades. 

Kane was 24 years old when she wrote her debut Blasted and similarly Eldridge at 22, 

Neilson 24, Ridley 27, and Ravenhill 30. Motivated by the socio-economic conditions 

dominating post-Thatcher Britain, these playwrights are argued to have emerged to voice their 

concern about the life conditions of their fellow young citizens. In this amalgamation of 

various social shifts happening in the risk society, various artistic representations of 

consequences of identity crisis in young British people, the impact of fragmentation of family 

structure, and pursuit of new methods by young people to come to terms with the changes and 

dismantled traditional social conducts are never examined by sociologists such as Beck, 

Giddens, and Furedi. 

Conclusion 

As demonstrated in this chapter, the changing social and global circumstances led Beck, 

Giddens, and Furedi to introduce new concepts such as risk society and culture of fear to 

critically engage with the radically transformed socio-economic circumstances of the early 

1990s. Missing from current work on risk and uncertainty however are accounts of responses 

to this deepening social climate, including in the fields of the creative and performing arts. 

Evidence of artistic responses to risk and uncertainty is identifiable in not only the artistic 
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works of the 1990s, but also creative works of earlier decades. To support this argument, 

Chapter Four investigates how the punk phenomenon of the 1970s shares common grounds 

with IYF theatrical expression of the 1990s in reacting to the socio-political circumstances. In 

doing so, examining punk will function as the starting point of the line of these artistic 

reactions, followed by a brief examination of the state of continuation of these responses 

through other forms of art such as film and visual arts during the 1980s, reaching to the end of 

the line by representing IYF as theatre’s response to the theories discussed in this chapter 

during the 1990s. The social and cultural shifts in Britain that resulted in fundamental changes 

in the hegemony of theatre (discussed in previous chapters), proves the necessity of 

sociological examination of the era to better understand and evaluate the ‘then’ of the British 

theatre and also ‘find the traces of those shifts in the ‘now’ of this cultural means.  
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Chapter Four 

 

Artistic Responses to Risk and Uncertainty: 

Music and Theatre 

 

 

 

Introduction  

In Politics of Modernism, Williams (2007, p. 32) borrows the Romantics’ definition of 

arts and states that artists can be looked at as “outriders”, “heralds”, and “Witnesses of social 

change”. To reflect on the social changes and express concerns about the gradual 

developments of modernism, within societies in different times, is not new in the realm of 

performing arts and literature. Reflecting on such responses from the early decades of the 19th 

century, Williams (ibid) refers to Wordsworth’s21 poetic response to the early metropolitan 

developments of “the overfloating streets” of London. The quoted piece of poetry in 

Williams’ account is illustrative of the Romantic’s “hopes and fears” for the changing world, 

especially his concerns towards the collective isolation of humans in an overflowing society, 

gradually being filled with “the crowd of strangers”. Moving forward, in the long process of 

                                                           
21 The Prelude, VII, in Poetical Works, edited by De Selincourt and Darbishire, eds, London 1949, p.261. 
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social, environmental, political, and technological developments from the early decades of 

twentieth century, different art forms, within various schools of arts such as Dadaism, 

Expressionism, Surrealism, Imagism, Futurism, and so on, have always exhibited spontaneous 

reflections on how the world is constantly changing in unknown and often unexpected ways. 

Artistically speaking, the very abrupt essence of social, cultural, and global changes can easily 

instigate creativity and reflexivity in the mind of the artist, since the artists are inherently 

passionate about and committed to ‘the tragedy of their period’ (Williams 1983). Thus, this 

creativity gives birth to the avant-garde22 or as Antliff (2007, p. 14) defines it the ‘anarchistic 

art’: 

The artist is also radically reflexive, because anarchists create art in tandem with the 

transformation of society anarchically, and they interrogate it with this aspiration in 

mind, giving rise to creative activity that enriches the field of art production and the 

libertarian social project. 

The decades immediately following World War Two witnessed a quite different form of 

avant-garde art, particularly in the realm of the performance arts, especially music, as the 

youthful energy of the young disenchanted members of the working-class stratum blended 

subcultural elements of fashion and style into the music culture of the time. Therefore, during 

the 1950s into the 1970s, the image of resistance through art was also conveyed through the 

avant-garde styles introduced to British society, such as beats, hipsters, mods, skinheads, and 

punk (Hebdige 1979). As noted earlier, it was during the same decades that British theatre 

also started to witness the same youthful resistance of the working-class youth, notably with 

the emergence of the ‘Angry Young Men’; a group of male playwrights including Kingsley 

                                                           
22 As earlier in Chapter Two, this thesis considers punk and IYF to be both avant-garde cultural productions 
relying on Ionesco’s definition of avant-garde quoted on page 21 on this thesis. 
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Amis, Arnold Wesker and John Osborn whose 1956 play Look Back in Anger ushered in a 

new direction in British theatre during this period (see Wilson 2007) and “new, youthful 

audiences flocked to the Royal Court to hear Jimmy Porter express their own hopes and fears” 

(Rebellato 2002, p. 1). The 1950s in British theatre history is also recognized as theatre’s 

break away from being merely a form of high-art that only represents bourgeois life and 

culture (Kershaw 2004; Lacey 1995; Rebellato 2002). 

 In chronologically studying various art forms in light of their resonance with the 

socio-economic and political circumstances of their time, this chapter partly seeks to identify 

the links between the IYF theatre movement of the 1990s and previous artistic innovations, 

such as punk, happening fifteen years earlier. In this respect, this thesis takes the position that 

while theatrical research on IYF works as an avant-garde theatrical style is well established, 

no attention has been paid to its connection with punk’s rhetoric in creating cultural meaning, 

response to austerity in relation to producing music, and rejection of mainstream cultural 

patterns. Whilst on the one hand punk and IYF appear to be inherently heterogeneous cultural 

practices, they systematically, I argue, share some political and ideological common grounds 

that allows the discovery of a form of homogeneity in relation to a politics of resistance and 

aesthetic response to risk society and culture of fear. Following an investigation of punk’s 

association with socio-political response to risk society, one of the polemical arguments 

surrounding IYF’s disengagement with politics is contested to reassert its political position in 

the broader realm of political drama. This section is then followed by IYF’s attributes and 

attitude in being recognized as an artistic political response to the theoretical framework of 

this thesis.  
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Where Did the Shock Come From? 

Fear of the surrounding risky circumstances, a superior uncontrollable power, and/or 

an unknown future can elevate and “support a world of humanistic endeavour” as Robin 

(2004) indicates in summarizing Hobbes’ view on the multidimensional impact of fear in 

societies, stated in Leviathan (1651). Hobbs even takes it further in emphasising the 

significance of ‘positive fear’ in the genesis of philosophy and asserts: “Philosophy was not 

risen to the Graecians, and other people of the West, whose Common-wealths (no greater 

perhaps than Lucca, or Geneva) had never Peace, but when their fears of one another were 

[equall]” (Robin 2004, p. 47). In a similar fashion to philosophers as well as political and 

social theorists, the writers and the artists, as the ‘outriders’ and more sentimental bystanders 

of the social changes and fears associated with those changes, are the ones who articulate and 

illustrate the underlying existing risk aversion in the society. On the contrary to the 

sentimentality inherent in the artists of a society to respond to the social status quo, the public 

might be aware of the essence of their fears, but the most practical and unchallenging way to 

cope with those fears, usually, seems to be ignorance and oblivion (Giroux 2003; Wilkinson 

2001). Therefore, one of the roles of the artist, this thesis argues, is to bring forward the fears 

and uncertainties that are consigned to oblivion by the public, so that the audience can 

reengage with the causes of their fears. Thereupon, art is looked at as “a continuous 

examination of our perceptual awareness and a continuous expansion of our awareness of the 

world around us” (Freeland 2001, p. 207). In this regard, the artistic work acts as a bridge 

from the conscious presence of the audience to the underlying subconscious feelings of fear, 

insecurity, alienation, risk, and so on.  
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In order to create this bridge, each modern avant-garde art movement has utilized 

various artistic techniques to effectuate reconciliation of the audience with his/her inner 

feelings, techniques such as stream-of-consciousness, collage, cut-up, defamiliarization and 

deconstruction of institutional conventions, to name just a few. Furthermore, according to 

Walter Benjamin (cited in Laing 1985, p. 67) in order for the artist to be able to create an 

avant-garde aura: “one requirement was foremost: to outrage the public”. Therefore, the kind 

of live experience in which the provocativeness of the message is expressed to expand the 

greatness of aesthetic of shock is the ideal form of radicalism for any avant-garde art. In the 

case of the artistic movement studied in this thesis, IYF theatre, shock technique and 

provocation is suggested to offer the forgoing reconciliation effect to the audience and to 

intensely engage them with the buried, distanced feelings that are waiting for a catharsis to be 

freed. This very shock value is considered to be the starting point of comparison between 

punk and IYF.  

Speaking from the point of view of the anarchistic creation of an avant-garde form of 

art, both punk and IYF significantly utilised shock-effect to destabilize the mainstream form 

of artistic confines and also attract the attention they needed from their audiences, the culture 

industry’s advocates, critics, academics, and more importantly the political authorities. 

Therefore, IYF playwrights’ breakaway from the preceding forms of radical theatre lay mainly 

in the explicit depiction of violence and sexual abuse as well as effectual exploitation of shock 

effect which was ‘aggressively aimed at audiences to feel and respond to’ (Sierz 2002, p. 20). 

In a similar vein, punk tried to appropriate the aesthetic of shock, through using confronting 

lyrics and rhythms in music, to convey the urgency of the socio-political crisis of its time. 

Punk, like many other subcultural movements of its time “obtained its potency partly through 

an ability to shock and dismay, to disobey prescribed confines of class, gender and ethnicity” 
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(Muggleton & Weinzierl 2003, p. 223). Laing (1985, p.78) also asserts that punk rock used 

the shock-effect “which operates at the level of lyric theme, of choice of words, of rhythm, 

vocal sound and so on” to confront “an audience with unexpected or unfamiliar material 

which invades and disturbs the discourse to which the audience is attuned”. In Laing’s 

writing, the purpose of shock-effect is to create a climate wherein the audience is forced to 

“face up to the truth about their lives” (ibid, p.77) and more importantly dissolute the barrier 

between the artist and the audience. While the element of shock as an artistic technique to 

convey urgency of the subject matter will be discussed further in relation to IYF’s artistic style 

later in the chapter, it is one of the intentions of this chapter to look at punk as an earlier 

example of artistic response to risk, social insecurity and fears of uncertain future.  

Although punk is, primarily, known as a musical style identifiable by “stiff rhythm 

sections, overamplified guitar and harsh, almost characterless vocals” (Savage 1992, p. 295), 

it is also commonly theorised as a ’youth rebellion’ and ‘artistic statement’ (Hebdige 1979; 

Sabin 1999). In this contextual analogy, the economic and cultural resonance of 1970s punk 

music and fashion as pioneering examples of a ‘do-it-yourself’ ethos are presented as inter-

connected with IYF theatre and the latter’s attempt to challenge the economic stagnation that 

dominated the British theatre industry from late 1980s into the 1990s. Presented as a shocking 

form of music, punk appropriated aggressive sound and disturbing lyrics that can be linked to 

the kind of confrontation that IYF playwrights attempted to convey in their plays. Moreover, 

punk’s anti-hegemonic, confrontational attributes in many ways illustrate young people’s 

response to uncertain risks and individualization of post-industrial societies which Beck 

(1992) and Giddens (1991) developed a decade later more fully. The late 1970s and the early 

1990s were points in a continuum of drastic socio-economic change that were firstly seen in 
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the process of deindustrialization which begun in the late 1970s evolving from neoliberal 

policies, to which punk was an oppositional point.  

 While there are several elements to take into account in pointing out the emergence of 

punk, one of the key catalyst elements has always been considered the economic recessions 

that started to marginalise and alienate the British working-class during the late 1970s (Hall & 

Jefferson 2006; Hebdige 1979; Sabin 1999). Meanwhile, in the music and record industry the 

funding insecurities and profit uncertainties were rising due to various reasons, including  

what Laing (1985, p. 5) refers to as a sharp decrease in the number of emerging new talents 

that was caused by “the pressure on funds available for investment in such talent caused by 

discounting and TV advertising”. This was set alongside the increasing rate of inflation and 

unemployment that consequently might result in pushing the consumers into devoting less 

capital to purchasing music records. In this climate, the self-reliance of punk in creating cheap 

records, cheap magazines and autonomy in the process of distribution became the alternative 

strategy to reach out to the audience and revolutionize the aesthetic of cultural production.  

Indeed punk’s ‘do-it-yourself’ innovation in publishing their work through by-passing 

the music industry is a significant legacy to be pursued by future artistic and social 

movements, per se. For instance, in the process of reshaping contemporary life in the 

second/reflexive modernity described by Beck and Giddens (see Chapter Three), new forms 

of resistance started to surface in the countercultural actions, such as the DIY grass-root 

movements prevalent in Britain during the 1990s. Taking its origins from punk’s rhetoric of 

relying on minimalistic resources to create music as well as clothing items, DIY movements, 

such as ‘Reclaim the Streets’, ‘Earth First!’, and ‘This Land Is Ours’, also relied on 

individualistic measures of members of society to make social changes happen. Therefore, 
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along with the intensification of the free-market economy, insecure social status, and 

environmental concerns, individualistic ways of coming to terms with modern society’s 

complexities and uncertainties radiated from the memories of punk’s 1970s ‘do-it-yourself’ 

ethos. 

Moreover, small pubs such as The Nashville played a vital role in providing suitable 

venues for punk bands such as the Sex Pistols. Punk’s policy in returning to small spaces 

wherein they could manifest the aesthetic of both the look and the music was important in 

differentiating punks from stadium rock. The emphasis of punks and pub rock- a direct 

influence on punk -on performing in small clubs was a conscious reaction, as Laing (1985) 

asserts, to mainstream music in the early 1970s as they believed “things went wrong for bands 

when they became superstars and ‘lost touch’ with their original audiences” (p.8). Therefore, 

the spatial dimensions and specifically the virtue of smallness assisted pub rock and punk to 

elevate the impact of their music. By performing their music at a very close distance from the 

audience, the majority of punk bands benefited from the absent barriers between the singers 

and the fans. For instance, Savage (qtd. in Double 2007, p. 45) recalls an intimate action by a 

member of legendary British punk band The Clash that reasserts the status of the performer in 

igniting a functional relationship with the audience: “During the first encore, ‘Garageland’, 

[Joe Strummer] reaches out into the audience, shakes hands and swaps his shirt for some 

guy’s T-shirt. Look: the audience–performer barrier has been smashed in a rare moment of 

tenderness and solidarity”. The rhetoric of punk’s application of intimate spaces and close 

connection with the audience stands as a political statement, to not only reject the class-based 

capitalist distinction, but deconstruct the conventional forms of creation of ideological 

meaning dominating the mainstream music industry. 
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 In addition, punk instigated the controversy of their artefact by rejecting the orthodox 

means of production and creation of ideology. The act of rejection, we can argue, was mainly 

inserted with the help of aforementioned attributes such as the size of the venues, vitalization 

of performance via direct interaction with audiences, and shocking representation of reality. 

Yet again, punk’s use of small and intimate space, which has already been elaborated on, can 

also be studied as a means of rejection of stadium rock’s ‘increasingly grandiose’ 

performance style, which as Bennett (2001, p. 61) points out: “Inherent in this rejection was a 

staunchly ingrained opposition to the complexity and perceived self-indulgence of stadium 

rock music”. Moreover, the stylistic innovations, thematic alienation from earlier youth 

subcultures, and rhythmic alteration from the conventional music norms, all served in favour 

of resisting the hegemonic views dominating both the music industry and youth culture of the 

time. Through the ethos of ‘do-it-yourself’, punk further subverted the conventional means of 

production and distribution associated with consumer capitalism and, via intentional 

amateurism and rawness, attempted at upsetting any established, relevant model. Through 

disruptive, fragmented, and distorted music, punks reimagined the properties of the society 

they lived in. Responding to the crisis of joblessness, social depression, degraded traditional 

moral values, and prevailing economic struggles of the 1970s: “The punks appropriated the 

rhetoric of crisis which had filled the airwaves and the editorials throughout the period and 

translated it into tangible (and visible) terms” (Hebdige 1979, p. 78). Punk symptomatized the 

social malaise of ‘decaying Britain’ by representing themselves as ‘degenerates’ and 

performing the atrophied circumstances of everyday life in their society. 

In exploring a common ground between IYF and punk, this chapter does not attempt 

to include a performing form of art, commonly categorized in the realm of high-arts, in a 

broader arena of youth subcultures, as punk is. While, as mentioned in Chapter One, rather 



94 
 

than a movement, IYF is better described as an “aesthetic sensibility” (Sierz 2002) or 

“generational cohort” (Kritzer 2008), it indeed shares ideological virtues with a subculture 

such as punk through its quality of being a vehicle for political resistance, social change, and 

economic awareness for its audience. Hence, there appears to be another similarity between 

punk practitioners and IYF playwrights that has ignited various disputations over the political 

direction of both practices and that was the fact that neither emerged from the underprivileged 

working-class stratum. In fact, there are numerous objections (Bennett 2001; Frith & 

Goodwin 1990; Sabin 1999) to Hebdige’s reading of punk as a working-class subculture. In 

affirmation of Clark’s (in Frith & Goodwin 1990) statement regarding punk’s emergence 

from the graduates of the art school’s avant-garde, Bennett (2001, p. 66) asserts: “There is 

much to support Clark’s argument that punk, far from beginning life as a working class form 

of subcultural resistance, was the product of middle class artists and fashion designers”. The 

same kind of criticism was applied to IYF playwrights (Nikcevic 2005; Sierz 2001), as the 

main writers of the genre were graduates of either school of drama or art school. Therefore, 

both punk and IYF works were accused of being bereft of the element of class-consciousness, 

which is considered to be an essential attribute of any political form of art (Godiwala 2008; 

Muggleton & Weinzierl 2003). Having discussed punk’s contribution to artistic responses to 

risk, uncertainty and fear, as a critical influence on IYF playwrights, the chapter now turns to 

IYF’s position in the realm of political British drama. In doing so, this thesis argues that IYF 

is indeed a political response to the socio-economic and cultural concerns of its time.  

Political or Apolitical 

As briefly noted in Chapter Two, during the 1990s, disputes in relation to IYF plays 

contributing to the political theatre of Britain or changing the idea of what could be called 
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political theatre or entirely detaching British theatre from politics generates various debates 

among theatre academics and critics. In acknowledging the IYF generation of playwrights as 

apolitical, some critics and academics such as Kuti (2008, p. 458), claim that the plays of IYF 

were stories of small scale experiences of the individual playwrights themselves, resulting in 

the plays of the movement being more focused on personal issues rather than “large scale, 

heavyweight public issues”. Indeed, most IYF plays tend to picture young disaffected 

characters within their daily economic, social, and familial struggles without any direct 

references to political events or figures. In developing his criticism of claims that the IYF 

plays were apolitical and lacked a form of ‘grand narrative’23, Saunders (2007), states that this 

is a fundamental aspect in the plays which simply mirror and portray a national and 

international lack of narrative, resembling the realities of post-modern societies in which there 

is no socio-historical narrative to represent the self within the community and the greater 

society. Reflecting on the isolated, disengaged life of post-modern individuals, IYF plays 

emphasize the lack of a sense of historical and social belonging in their characters. A vivid 

example of how IYF playwrights approached the assumption of ‘grand narrative’ and 

traditional storytelling is manifested through Ravenhill’s (2001) character, Robbie, in 

Shopping and Fucking: 

Robbie I think... I think we all need stories; we make up stories so that we can 

get by. And I think a long time ago there were big stories. Stories so 

big you could live your whole life in them. The Powerful Hands of the 

                                                           
23 By the term ‘grand narrative’, Saunders refers to Jean-Francois Lyotard’s definition of the term in his 1979 

classic work, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge. Lyotard’s ‘grand narrative’ or ‘metanarrative’ 

refers to the historical and social knowledge wherein historical events are interconnected and social systems are 

defined as successions of gradual developments of social conditions. However, with the advent of 

postmodernism, Lyotard asserts, ‘grand narratives’ are old fashioned as history has lost its significance in 

defining social meaning and therefore social concepts such as ‘class’, ‘religion’ and ‘social identity’ are more 

and more fragmented and detached from one another.  
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Gods and Fate. The Journey to Enlightenment. The March to Socialism. 

But they all died or the world grew up or grew senile or forgot them, so 

now we’re all making up our own stories. Little stories. (p.66) 

 The basis of such diverse arguments originates from the inherent difference between 

direct and indirect political drama. British theatre has always been the home for many direct 

political plays in which the characters directly resemble the representatives of a political 

party, IYF, however, were not ranged in this category of direct political debates. David Edgar 

is considered one of the most renowned political playwrights of the British stage and his most 

talked about political work is his trilogy (The Shape of the Table (1990), Pentecost (1994), 

The Prisoner’s Drama (2001) in which he explicitly explores his political beliefs through the 

characters’ political ideologies with their straightforward debates about socio-political 

circumstances. This form of political theatre dates back to the leftist theatre of the 1970s, 

when David Edgar (with Destiny 1976), Howard Brenton (with Magnificence 1973, The 

Churchill Play 1974, and Weapons of Happiness 1976), and David Hare (with Plenty 1978) 

appropriated the so-called political ‘state-of-the-nation’ plays using direct tone, epic style, and 

party-based political view. Rebellato (in Holdsworth & Luckhurst 2008, p. 246) outlines the 

attributes of ‘state-of-the-nation’ plays as: “(a) large-cast plays, with (b) a panoramic range of 

public (and sometimes private) settings, employing (c) epic time-spans (years rather than 

hours or days), and (d) usually performed in large theatres, preferably theatres with a national 

profile”. Yet, indeed the political context of the 1970s wherein Britain witnessed the rise and 

fall of working-class militancy and the wave of trade-union radicalism had passed, and that 

tradition of making political drama seemed to need a change too.  
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Breaking away from ‘state-of-the-nation’ trajectory of political drama with its 

directness in addressing socio-political issues, IYF playwrights’ political views were more of 

implied political meaning expressed through the socio-economic and cultural state of their 

characters. The very state of detachment from any direct politics became the political 

statement represented by the disenfranchised young playwrights of IYF who epitomized 

socially displaced and economically deprived youth of their generation through the individual 

characters in their plays. As Saunders (in D'Monté & Saunders 2007, p. 4) distinctly indicates: 

“this new generation’s supposedly apolitical stance was not only shaped by the seismic shifts 

taking place in geopolitics throughout Eastern Europe, but through an equally cogent feeling 

of political inertia at home”. This political inertia, partially originating from the continuation 

of a Conservative government after Thatcher, shaped the basis of the political apathy of IYF 

playwrights’ generation. Therefore, the breakaway from directly engaging with party-based 

political disputes resembles the “state of political indeterminacy” (ibid) of the young 

generation of the 1990s, which again links us to Furedi’s (2005) idea of young people’s 

disinterestedness in party-based politics. 

The anti-hegemonic and anti-establishment discourse of IYF theatre and the 

playwrights’ ambiguous views on the political implications of their artistic work and style is 

suggestive of IYF’s ability to subvert the notion of ‘political’ itself. The conflicting views on 

the political state of IYF theatre, seemingly, arose in a broader transformation occurring in 

relation to political language of theatre which resonates with the political circumstances of the 

decade, and more specifically young people’s disenchantment with politics. David Grieg, also 

known as a prominent political writer, distinguishes writing about politics from political 

theatre, the latter necessarily obliged to give a possibility of change to be called so. In Grieg’s 

view a political play should represent a remedial measure for the existing predicament it 
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addresses and visualize a hopeful future ahead to encourage the political imagination of the 

audiences. For him the plays of IYF, with small casts, picturing “a snapshot of a group of 

people in a particular place at a particular time living out their lives, in the way that a film like 

Trainspotting did” are “ultimately of no use” (in Billington 2007, p. 76). This view again 

considers IYF theatre as being plays relating to personal matters rather than political issues 

and, therefore, incapable of offering any redemptive solution for the socio-political 

circumstances of Britain in the 1990s. 

IYF playwrights were, undoubtedly, angry and aggressive in the way they expressed 

their objection to socio-political turmoil of their time which they suggest was a result of 

broader global changes such as globalization, deindustrialization, and prevailing consumerist 

culture of late-capitalism, to name a few. However, what remains crucial in determining how 

effective IYF plays were in suggesting constructive political and social change, a significant 

aspect of being a political form of art, is to specify who their anger was targeted at. In this 

respect, the works of IYF, arguably, appeared to take a strong political position in being 

politically and socially redemptive through representing a realistic, however cynical, image of 

the socio-cultural circumstances of their society. Through these realistic depictions, they do 

not merely hold the authorities and political parties responsible for the social malaise, 

economic struggles, and global risks they grapple with daily, but the individual social beings 

are shown to be blameworthy for some of the calamities shadowing over their lives. 

Therefore, in various works (as it will be argued in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight) the IYF 

playwrights attempt at sketching or suggesting an alternative way of looking inwardly at the 

undesirable social circumstances of their characters, in order for people to be able to 

formulate a practical solution with which they can confront the life conditions linked to the 

risk society discussed in the previous chapter. Accordingly, IYF attempted at altering the 
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traditional political view of putting the blame on major political figures and their decisions, by 

offering an inward-looking, self-condemning approach to solving the socio-economic and 

cultural problems24. Given the ambiguity surrounding the interpretation of political 

implications of IYF, we can argue that a more profound structural and ideological analysis of 

IYF attributes and the techniques utilized in this genre of theatre seems necessary to better 

understand the social and cultural significance of this alternative form of theatre in the wider 

trajectory of Britain’s polemical and oppositional cultural production.  

IYF, Britain’s Punk Theatre 

“What I can do is to put people through an intense experience. 

Maybe in a small way from that you can change things.” 

Sarah Kane (in Urban 2001, p. 36)  

Approaching the end of the millennium, the IYF playwrights were arguably aware of 

the socio-economic fears and uncertainties of their generation; fear of the consequences of 

past economic and political decisions made by policy makers and outcomes of the current 

employment patterns and social insecurities of the time. These actions and reactions could be 

variously attributed to a Thatcherite approach towards social policies, the global economic 

crisis, the self-indulging conditions of the consumer societies, the insecurities people were 

feeling towards their future, the consequences of civil and global wars, the aftermath of 

individualization of late modernity (discussed in previous chapter), the risks young Britons 

engage with in their daily decisions about their social and emotional life, among others. In the 

1990s Britain was again struggling with the continuation of the same socio-political upheaval 

happening in the 1970s, although within a more developed form of neoliberalism with its 

                                                           
24 This notion will be specifically discussed in the thematic analysis of Ravenhill’s Some Explicit Polaroids in 

Chapter Six and Eldridge’s Serving It Up in Chapter Seven.  
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emphasis on individualistic values and privatization which became a point of antagonism for 

theatre of the time. Furthermore, the augmentation of a free market economy, building up 

from where Thatcher had left off her economic policies, created the increasing rolling back of 

the state and instigated a socio-economic crisis. Just as British punks in the late 1970s appear 

to have appropriated the ‘rhetoric of crisis’ that was prevalent in the country during this 

period (Hebdige 1979), the same can be applied to the theatrical and cultural innovation that 

IYF brought in the 1990s. In this respect, punk and IYF symptomatized, dramatized, and 

publicised their contemporary social malaise through various stylistic and linguistic 

ensembles. 

The emergence of IYF playwrights can be compared to an explosion, a shocking blast 

of controversial ideas by individuals who were trying to speak out through non-conformity, 

the breaking of social taboos and extreme vulgarity, the explicitness of which distinguishes 

IYF from preceding theatrical examples of non-conformity and vulgarity. With references to 

war atrocities, social injustice, historical displacement of their contemporaneous young 

generation, their political apathy and other themes such as escapism, meaninglessness, and 

sexual abuse (the socio-cultural analysis of themes of this kind are presented in Chapters Six, 

Seven, and Eight), IYF writers can be recognized as part of a generational cohort that 

expressed the fears and concerns of their generation in a particular historical moment. In this 

blast of shock and controversy, however, the agency of the playwright in the evolution of IYF 

should be considered as being as crucial to its impact as the synchronous support and critical 

decisions of the artistic directors of major British theatre companies such as Bush theatre, 

Almedia, Out of Joint, and indeed Royal Court Theatre (RCT). This shift in perspective is key 

to one of this chapter’s focal points which places emphasis on the funding structure of theatre 

companies and, more importantly, their initiatives in providing the platform for the young 
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writers of IYF to articulate their socio-political concerns as well as their resistance to the more 

grandiose style of preceding playwrights of the 1980s. 

Affected by the political decisions made by the Thatcher government, during the 

1990s British theatre entered a critical phase wherein the number of new plays that were 

produced dramatically dropped. Whilst the Tory government of the 1980s was reinforcing 

their new economic agenda, the theatre companies were witnessing reforms in budgeting 

systems. By the end of the 1980s state subsidy was cut to half, doubling the business 

sponsorship of the private sector (Sierz 2012). The plunging trend, indeed, continued into 

mid-1990s reaching from £225.6 million in 1993 to £186.1 million in 1997 (Brown & 

Brannen 1996, p. 379). According to the repertoire of British theatre, one of the most 

underprivileged theatrical works of all times has been new writing (see table below), which 

consequently became the first victim of the budget cuts during late 1980s into early 1990s. 

 Percentage of overall repertoire for Arts Council 

 Building-Based Theatre Companies – Average for four-year period 

 1971-75 1976-80 1981-85 1985-90 1990-95 

Classics 
20% 18% 13% 11% 9% 

Post-war 
43% 35% 46% 32% 22% 

Aykbourn 
3% 7% 6% 5% 3% 

Shakespeare 
5% 6% 6% 6% 6% 

Children’s 
6% 7% 5% 8% 10% 

Musicals 
6% 9% 8% 12% 18% 

Adaptations 
6% 5% 5% 20% 13% 

New work 
12% 13% 12% 7% 15% 

Translations 
    5% 

Table 1Source: Arts Council Statistics Unit, New Theatre Writing Unit, Arts  

Council of England (qtd. from Broich 2001, p. 209)  
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As the figures in this table indicate, it was not until early 1990s that the repertoire of ‘new 

writing’ started to increase in percentage, during which Ridley and Neilson’s25 plays started to 

breath some fresh air into British theatre. In a leading-edge effort to reverse the repertoire 

trend dominating the theatre of the 1980s, artistic directors such as Dominic Dromgoole of 

Bush theatre, Max Stafford-Clark of Out of Joint, and Stephen Daldry of the Royal Court 

Theatre, chose to focus on younger upcoming playwrights in order to diversify their 

repertoires and also give the works of these young writers a broader exposure. Another goal 

these directors were aiming to achieve was also to change the age dynamics of their 

audiences, as in response to Daldry’s question: “Why is the [Court’s] audience so fucking 

middle-aged?” (Urban 2004, p. 375). In the theatrical climate of the 1990s whereby theatre 

became another facet of consumerist culture insomuch as the majority of theatre productions 

were all-time lucrative revivals of classical or post-war plays such as Shakespearian drama or 

plays by John Osborne or Samuel Beckett, such decisions could indeed give rise to underlying 

shifts in the direction of British theatre.  

Thereupon, theatre company directors realised that due to the forgoing crisis in the 

realm of British theatre, resulting in a devitalizing stagnation of the industry, the funding 

structure of their companies needed to follow a different path. It was inevitable that the 

reformation process required individualistic measures to be taken by established directors who 

had the means to provide the platform for the formation of new artistic identities in the arena 

of theatre, the same kind of individualistic, yet collective, measures attributed to DIY 

                                                           
25 As shown in Chapter One, early works of both playwrights such as Pitchfork Disney (1991), Normal (1991), 

The Fastest Clock in the Universe (1992), Ghost from a Perfect Place (1994), and Penetrator (1993) were 

among the earliest plays to be considered as examples of IYF theatre. 



103 
 

movements. Indeed, in one of his articles, Sierz (2002, p. 21) provides a reference to the fact 

that IYF can be viewed as a form of ‘do-it-yourself’ theatre:  

In a sense, then, in-yer-face theatre is do-it-yourself theatre. By the ’nineties, a handful 

of key people – such as artistic directors Stephen Daldry at the Royal Court, Dominic 

Dromgoole at the Bush, and Ian Brown at the Traverse – realized that the only way to 

get things done was to use the resources they already had. 

However, Sierz doesn’t fully define how IYF fits in the broader DIY culture of the 1990s or 

even how it may in some ways be considered a continuation of a ‘do-it-yourself’ legacy of the 

punk music and fashion which for the first time in late 1970s antagonized the prevalent 

consumerist culture of its time and created a form of political and cultural resistance through 

its subcultural values (Hebdige 1979). In their attempt to rejuvenate and reinvigorate British 

theatre, the artistic directors increased the number of new plays with shorter runs. To this end 

they chose plays with smaller cast sizes that also required minimalist staging to be able to 

benefit from their available resources, reducing their reliance on any form of subventions. By 

adopting a quasi-punk aesthetic, as per Laing’s (1985) observation regarding punk’s 

preference for smaller, more intimate venues in contrast to larger concert halls and stadiums, 

some of the theatre companies rejected the common palatial and sumptuous staging of the 

mainstream theatre while taking advantage from the controversy and provocation of the 

material used in IYF plays to attract audiences who were then subject to a more ‘close up and 

personal’ performance of the plays. 

One of the most influential theatre companies that facilitated the theatrical revolution 

of the mid-1990s was the RCT. With the revolutionary ideologies of its acting director, 

Stephen Daldry, RCT made it possible for young writers to take over the majority of the 
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repertoires in mid-1990s. Daldry’s ‘opportunist, entrepreneurial, seductive approach’ (Little 

& McLaughlin 2007, p. 284) aimed at producing funds from anywhere possible and to 

diversify RCT’s production schedule by increasing the number of new works. Evolving the 

theatrical culture of the decade, Daldry (cited in Little & McLaughlin 2007, pp. 284-5) asserts 

that providentially the emergence of the new generation of controversial playwrights 

coincided with the aggressive funding policies of the Arts Council and indicates that: “My 

feeling was that it wasn’t going to work relying on Arts Council funding and just yelling from 

the side-lines that there should be more government funding. So, I went aggressively out to 

find more money”.  

On the one hand, these sorts of comment by theatre producers and directors might, 

ironically, be indicative of the propagation of Thatcherite entrepreneurial policies. On the 

other hand, it also symptomatizes how, in an irresistible circumstance, the reinvigoration of 

theatre was confined to following the very ‘do-it-yourself’ ethos valorised by the 

Conservative politics through the augmentation of a free market economy. Demonstrating its 

response of austerity, the RCT’s funded debuts of Joe Penhall (Some Voices, 1994), Judy 

Upton (Ashes and Sands, 1994), Rebecca Prichard (Essex Girls, 1994), Sarah Kane (Blasted, 

1995), and Mark Ravenhill (Shopping and Fucking, 1996), all of which disturbed and yet 

breathed new life into the British theatre. In addition to RCT, other small companies such as 

Almedia and Donmar Warehouse contributed to advocating the works of these young writers, 

while, as Billington (2007, p. 22) asserts, the companies both became ‘big theatrical success 

stories of the decade’ and ‘perfect products of the post-Thatcher era’. These two second major 

supporting companies of the IYF plays were mostly funded by private sponsors and used 

theatres with very small seating capacities.  
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As Sierz (2003, 2011) and Urban (2006) point out in various accounts, in this process 

of reformations in 1990s British theatre, one must acknowledge the significance of two 

crucial factors that led to the emergence of IYF. One is the artistic directors’ initiatives to shift 

the direction of theatre in a more radical direction and the other is the young playwrights such 

as Ridley, Kane, and Ravenhill’s incentive to air their frustration concerning the socio-

economic malaise. Sociologically speaking, the collective concerns of these playwrights are 

echoed in Giddens (1998) and Furedi’s (1997, p. 157) concept of positive fear. In Furedi’s 

view the combined forces of political apathy and risk aversion amount to “cynical criticism”, 

which “does not strengthen critical thoughts”. The intention of IYF playwrights, however, was 

quite clearly to counter such apathy and reengage the audience with a more purposive 

criticism. In this respect, there is another point of comparison with punk whose objective was 

also to reengage its audience with the rhetoric of self-determination represented through ‘do-

it-yourself’ aspect of their artistic world. Therefore, in addition to resisting orthodox funding 

frameworks by the theatre company directors, the playwrights themselves knowingly 

unsettled the conventional theatrical forms as well as the more accepted forms of language 

employed in theatre to put on punk-style controversial plays filled with brainwashed soldiers 

returned from war, desensitized and dislocated youngsters, fragmented familial bonds, 

meaningless relationships between both gay and straight couples, and perplexed individuals 

looking for some sort of attachment, all of which resonated with the social and cultural 

circumstances of the time. Provocation of these themes and concepts would not have had the 

intense impact if it had lacked the in-yer-face tone and disturbing images that became possible 

in light of the self-financing policy of the artistic directors and had not broken away from the 

mainstream, state-of-the-nation plays of earlier decades. Given the multidimensional 

implication of provocation, deconstruction, and subversion by IYF, we can see that the 
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artefacts of this genre of theatre tend to destabilize both the content and the form of 

mainstream culture to reach the ultimate satisfaction in subverting the hegemony within the 

commercial and orthodox cultural industry. 

Given the socio-economic and political context of the theatre companies in which IYF 

emerged, we can again allude to Furedi (1997) and Giddens (1998) in relation to ‘positive 

fear’, under pressure of which theatre practitioners were inclined to actively engage with the 

increasingly aggravated socio-political crisis concerning the new generation of playwrights, 

specifically IYF playwrights. In this respect, the emancipation granted to individuals in the 

process of privatization and individualization can be regarded as a ‘bitter-sweet’ opportunity 

for both the artists and the producers. Although, there is no proof that this is a historically all-

inclusive fact, Mamet’s (1998, p. 50) opinion seems to be applicable to the emergence of 

punk and IYF: “It seems to me, that in the life of the individual and in the life of the 

community or the culture, art flourishes in times of struggle”. Although, a ‘do-it-yourself’ 

outlook on funding the newly emerged playwrights’ artefacts seemed risky for the well-

established theatre companies such as RCT, the virtue of controversy and provocation induced 

by the content of the plays had the by-product of attracting more audiences which fulfilled the 

need to put on more controversially anti-hegemonic plays in the increasingly vibrant theatre 

culture of London. 

The acknowledgment of such by-product refers us back to the crucial element of shock 

and provocation in IYF plays. The playwrights’ application of shock-effect is justifiable 

within the theory of creating ideological meaning through ‘truth-telling’. Shock has always 

been a part of reality and to illustrate shocking images of rape, horrors of war, and violence 

against women indicates to what extent the everyday life of the audience, who is forced to 
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witness those unpleasant images on stage, involves that simulated violence. In addition to the 

reality of life, another element embodied in the use of shocking provocation is to convey the 

urgency of the issue at stake. Thus, as Sierz (2001, p. 5) pertinently states: “Usually, when 

writers use shock tactics, it is because they have something urgent to say. If they are dealing 

with disturbing subjects, or want to explore difficult feelings, shock is one way of waking up 

the audience”. Undoubtedly, the nakedness and explicitness of the brutalities embodied in IYF 

works appeared to be an exceptionally disturbing experience for the audiences. Hence, the 

very purpose of employing the shock-effect, it can be argued, is to disturb in favour of 

enlightenment and awareness of the issue being addressed on stage. While shocking 

spectacles, lyrics, language, and rhythms have the potential to traumatize the recipient, as 

Benjamin (1970) points out, it can also bring about the integration of the audience with his or 

her response to the material that demands one’s awareness. In other words, the shocking 

elements “bring about an interactive energy between spectators and performers” (Mohr & 

Machler 2004, p. 82). This very interactive energy is the vital element required for the 

political objectives of both punk and IYF which also indicates the urgency of the issue at stake 

in both the era of punk and IYF and their respective social circumstances. A closer look at the 

motives that might lead to the application of shock-effect can, again, link us to sociological 

views on risk society wherein the shock-effect can be regarded as a medium through which 

the theatre practitioners emotionally and morally involve their spectator in their own social 

and global concerns, in a more intensive and effective way. As Kane states in an interview 

with Stephenson (2014, p. 133), when asking about the level of horror represented in her 

plays, shock-effect can also be utilized as a means of prevention from future social malaise:  

I’ve chosen to represent it because sometimes we have to descend to hell 

imaginatively in order to avoid going there in reality. If we can experience something 
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through art, then we might be able to change our future, because experience engraves 

lessons in our hearts through suffering.  

Comments of this kind suggest how, by an intentional and conscious application of disturbing 

representations of reality, Kane and her fellow playwrights demanded an immediate response 

from the audiences, rather than a deep contemplation of the issues outside the context of the 

theatre venue. However, in order for effects such as shock to be implemented in their full 

extent the following attributes, discussed below, are highly essential. 

As discussed in the introduction to the economic state of the theatre companies in the 

1990s, for theatre directors, we can argue, using especially small budgets in creating the 

minimalist staging for very small stages was the initiative to give the newly emerging young 

writers the chance to resist the mainstream theatre of large casting, elegant staging, and fancy 

settings. This also had a dual implication as the size of the venues emphasized the 

effectiveness of the graphic images depicted in plays such as Blasted, Shopping and Fucking 

and several other visceral works by IYF young writers. The small sixty-seat Royal Court 

Theatre Upstairs (RCTU) intensified the controversy of extremism in depicting violence, 

physical torture, and sexual cruelty. Besides RCT, other unorthodox small theatre companies 

and venues such as Finborough Theatre (a fifty-seat venue specialized in presenting new 

plays) and Donmar Warehouse (previously a small shoe warehouse) were often used to 

premier IYF works, bringing intimacy as well as intensity to the content of the plays. The 

smallness of the venues became one of the influential factors in conveying the writers’ fears 

and anxieties implicit in their works entangled with shock-effect to accentuate the immediacy 

of their message to the audience.  
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An overt example of how intimate space has multiplied the intensity of shocking 

material is found by comparing the first and second production of the most controversially 

shocking play of IYF, Blasted (1995). The play begins with Ian’s, a journalist, violent rape of 

a mentally-troubled younger girl whom he brings to an expensive hotel room for the night. In 

the second act where the luxurious hotel room is transformed into a war-shattered rundown 

room, Ian is viciously raped by a troubled soldier who has suffered seeing his girlfriend being 

sexually violated and killed in war. The soldier, then, gouges Ian’s eyes out and kills himself 

with the gun with which he raped Ian. For its first production in 1995, this circulation of 

merciless atrocities happening in both sumptuous places and warzones, were intensely 

depicted in RCT’s smallest studio theatre, the Upstairs room. The production, similar to 

debuts of other IYF plays, was highly vilified by theatre critics and press, while the first two 

performances had many walkouts due to the severity of the graphic images portrayed. In 2001 

RCT had a revival of the play in its bigger hall Downstairs, a transition that, as Billington 

(cited in Aragay et al. 2007, p. 119) recalls, gave the chance to the critics and the audiences 

alike to contemplate on the subject matter more rationally: 

It was the same production by James Macdonald, but it seemed distanced and 

framed, so that it became possible to understand it without being offended or 

shocked by it. The events were still horrific, obviously, but we were able to 

aesthetically embrace them because they were not happening under our nose. 

Regarding this production of Blasted in 2001 from a different viewpoint, Saunders (2003, p. 

102) describes it as a discouragement of “a purely emotional response from the audience”. 

Clearly, the first production had an intensely powerful and disturbing impact on the spectators 

by which Billington felt ‘offended’ and ‘shocked’, while he considers the second production a 
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‘distanced’ experience. It is worthy to note that the very utilization of shock-effect in IYF 

plays was to eliminate the ‘distance’ and detachment of the audience from the content of the 

plays. Contradicting accounts of this kind in relation to the size of the theatre venues from 

critics and academics, demonstrate the significance of the playwright’s and theatre director’s 

choices in preferring intimate spaces to stage their disturbing theatrical statement. Moreover, 

the actual spatial arrangement and circumstances within the plays of IYF, that is, being set in a 

very small room (Blasted, Shopping and Fucking, Butterfly Kiss, Ghost from a Perfect Place, 

…), a rundown pub bar (Some Explicit Polaroids, Serving It Up, Mojo), or a small studio or 

prison cell (Normal, Censor, The Bullet), indicated a double articulation of smallness. 

Therefore, the intimacy of the theatre venue, minimal setting, as well as the intimacy 

displayed by the place within the play were all serving in favour of a small budget which 

again relates back to the ethos of punk and pub rock whose preference of small pubs over 

stadiums made a ‘do-it-yourself’ production of music possible. Punk had clearly benefited 

from its return to small clubs where the performers were able to intimately exaggerate the 

explicitness of the lyrics and highlight the violent and disquieting imagery they often 

portrayed. Similarly, taking advantage of the size of the venues, the playwrights, it can be 

argued, engaged their audiences’ perception of fear and anxiety with immediate concepts, 

graphic images, and vulgar language by one of theatre’s most prominent and advantageous 

properties, direct interaction. 

Furthermore, the quality and size of space not just instigates a more intensely direct 

reaction to the content from the audience, but, distinctly, allows the actor to interact with the 

audience more directly and mobilize among the members of audience during the performance, 

further enhancing the theatrical manoeuvre. In discussing the aesthetics of provocation, 
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Defraeye (in Mohr & Machler 2004, p. 81) refers to the conventional, pre-determined 

attribute of distance between audience and actor as “abyss” and/or “moat” and asserts: 

Provocation in the theatre finds its locus in the space between stage and audience, 

blurring and infringing on the protection offered by the representation, thus bridging 

the abyss and filling in the moat. It does this mainly by pulling the spectator into the 

dramatic conversation that takes place on the stage. 

An example of these sorts of implication of space, as an invasion of the territory of the 

audience is specifically utilized in another early example of IYF, Anthony Neilson’s Normal 

(1991), which was briefly summarized in Chapter Two in relation to Theatre of Cruelty. 

Loosely based on the horrific true-stories of Peter Kurten, a German serial killer of the 1930s, 

Neilson focuses mainly on the nature of sanity/insanity in a world where nobody seems to be 

certain of what is defined as normal or moral. Using explicit and extreme violence, Neilson 

portrays how Peter’s naïve and young defence lawyer, Justus Wehner, is personally disturbed 

by Peter’s vicious acts and decides to plead insanity on behalf of his client. However, 

uncertain of what is morally and traditionally accepted as normal, Wehner gets caught up in 

Peter’s murderous world. Thereupon, Wehner is lured to kill Peter’s wife, Frau Kurten, the 

stage direction of which goes as follows: 

And then, suddenly, Frau Kurten escapes, invading the audience space. Wehner bolts 

after her, catches her, and drags her kicking and screaming back to the stage. She 

reaches out to the audience for help… . (Neilson 1998, p. 52)  

Wehner, in Neilson’s version of Peter Kurten’s story, portrays the mental status of a socially 

and morally perplexed individual of the reflexive modernity (Giddens 1991) in the precarious 

global socio-political chaos of the 1990s. However, more importantly is Wehner’s precarious 
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state of mind where he doubts his own traditionally accepted moral values which Beck (2001, 

p.4) links to second-modernity’s ‘biographical uncertainties’ that were “earlier predefined 

within the family association, the village community, or by recourse to the rules of social 

estates or classes, [which] must now be perceived, interpreted, decided and processed by 

individuals themselves”. Indeed, one of the underlying themes of Peter Kurten’s story is how 

this serial killer has been mentally and emotionally affected by his poverty-stricken, abusive 

family. This theme is then linked to Wehner’s existential uncertainty in relation to how the 

concept of morality and orthodoxy has been defined in this lawyer’s childhood within a 

normal family. The scene wherein Wehner murders Frau Kurten is titled “The Art of Murder” 

by which Neilson attempts to suggest that everyone is capable of becoming a murderer. In a 

performance dealing with so much extreme provocation, the playwright’s intention to invade 

the personal space of the audience alludes to the significance of intimate interplay between 

the actors and their audiences. This intimacy is employed to guarantee the ultimate effect in 

bringing social and moral awareness to the spectator who needs to be reminded of the 

uncertain state of the world in general and individuals in particular. Upon its intimate 

relationship with the spectators, punk, comparably, was able to utilize the aesthetics of 

closeness, wherein the performer could easily reach out, talk to, and engage with its audience. 

With the cumulation the forgoing techniques and theatrical structures, IYF theatre 

contributes a critique of the respective political state and cultural dynamics of the 

playwright’s time. Through deconstructed theatrical forms, broken taboos, and disintegrated 

human interactions, IYF, it is argued, pictured the decline of a post-industrial society in late 

modernity. Furthermore, IYF epitomized national and global epidemic socio-economic 

problems such as the ongoing atrocities of civil wars shown on the news, ever-growing 

disenfranchisement and disenchantment of their generation, and ever-expanding class division 
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prevailing in ever more counties at the time. In this respect both punk and IYF adopted an 

apocalyptic tone into their lyrics and play-scripts to be able to convey the apocalyptic 

ambience dominating 1970s and 1990s, respectively, indicating their utilization of a 

combination of shock and awareness towards global decadence to fight ignorance and beget 

self-realization. While, Hebdige (1979, p.27) assertively indicates “apocalypse was in the air 

and the rhetoric of punk was drenched in apocalypse”, the theatre academics also believe that 

most of the IYF playwrights “shared an apocalyptic and sometimes nihilist attitude to the 

possibilities for change, and created work that aimed to confront audiences with the 

disconnection, despair and degradation of contemporary society” (Taylor 2011, p. 226). 

In this respect, in addition to sharing common grounds in resisting the established 

cultural forms, punk and IYF are both believed to have lost their momentum in tracing the 

aesthetic of controversy due to variety of aspects (Mohr & Machler 2004; Muggleton & 

Weinzierl 2003; Sierz 2002). For instance, Clark (in Muggleton & Weinzierl 2003, p. 227) 

accentuates the role of advocates of consumer culture in disenfranchisement of punk and 

asserts: “The decisive subcultural advantage in music and style – their innovation, rebellion, 

and capacity to alarm – was pre-empted by the new culture industry, which mass-produced 

and sterilized punk’s verve”. Similarly, the provocation and controversy of IYF is believed to 

have turned into the “expectation of the audiences” following continuous exhibition of 

explicit shocking content while “The scorpion’s bite of provocative theatre often ends up 

being rather dull and harmlessly self-absorbed” (Mohr & Machler 2004, p. 95). Despite the 

diminution of the avant-garde aesthetic promoted through the artefacts of punk and IYF, like 

any other art form they both live on through the legacy they pass on to the emerging forms. 

As also discussed in Chapter Two, the new, innovative, and avant-garde of the present is 

doomed to becoming the ‘old’ and ‘normal’ of the future within the history of artistic 
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creativity. Returning to Williams’ (2007, p. 62) views on the politics of avant-garde 

innovation in the modern times, we should always know that “nothing could stay quite as it 

was” and that: 

What was ‘modern’, what was indeed avant-garde, is now relatively old. What its 

works and language reveals, even at their most powerful, is an identifiable historical 

period, from which, however, we have not fully emerged. What we can now identify 

in its most active and creative years, underlying its many works, is a range of diverse 

and fast-moving artistic methods and practices, and at the same time a set of relatively 

constant positions and beliefs (ibid, p.52). 

While avant-garde forms of art appear and disappear in cultural history of a society, the future 

experimental, anarchistic, and avant-garde arts and performances always take artistic, 

stylistic, thematic, and political nourishment from their predecessors. 

Conclusion 

This chapter has endeavoured to conceptualize a form of avant-garde theatre in relation to an 

earlier form of avant-garde cultural production, punk, to illustrate how a predominantly 

recognized form of high art can be read in the domain of countercultural practices. In this 

respect, by linking IYF theatre to views on risk and uncertainty, the practice was detached 

from the arena of high-art and placed in a broader cultural context where other extreme, 

controversial performing arts are examined. After setting out the socio-economic conditions 

of theatre companies such as RCT, the article conducted a study of techniques utilized in IYF 

theatre in which use of space, the autonomy gained by the prevalence of privatization, and the 

shock-effect used by IYF were analysed. In this sense, the chapter argued that, by taking 

advantage of the intimacy created with audiences by small sized venues, IYF, similar to punk, 
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created a culture of immediacy that instigated the need for an urgent contemplation upon the 

issues being portrayed either in punk songs or IYF plays. Although, in sociological studies of 

art and culture a high-cultural practice such as theatre is not commonly aligned with other 

forms of popular/unpopular culture, comparative studies of this kind can authenticate the 

substantial links and transmissible continuity existing between the socio-political statements 

that various performing arts make. Concluding the first part of this thesis by placing IYF in 

the broader tradition of experimental theatre on the one hand, and political theatre on the other 

hand, we now turn to the second part which offers an in-depth cultural sociological analysis of 

selected plays of IYF. Before investigating overarching sociological themes of risk, 

uncertainty and culture of fear in three selected plays, next chapter details the methods used to 

conduct this thesis project.  
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Chapter Five 
 

Researching In-Yer-Face: Methods, Ethics, 

and Principals 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

By means of a triangulation of methods, including secondary data analysis, comparative 

analysis and thematic analysis, this study examines IYF plays through textual/contextual 

analysis of this text-based26 genre of theatre. Approaching the theatrical text through 

dramaturgical lenses, the scripts of three selected plays are analysed within the context of 

their social and cultural grounds. The interconnectedness of the issues addressed by IYF 

playwrights within the social, economic, historical, political, and cultural context of the 1990s 

are linked to the overarching theoretical concepts drawn from sociologists of risk society and 

culture of fear detailed in Chapter Three. Secondary data, such as academic accounts, 

                                                           
26 There is usually a division between text-based theatre and non-text based theatre which denotes the level of 

dependence of the production on the text. In continental Europe, there is also some confusion surrounding the 

term ‘devised’ theatre to refer to non-text based theatre. Examples of non-text based theatre can be any kind of 

improvised theatre such as Physical theatre and Dance theatre. 
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conference papers, and newspaper articles form much of the source material used in this 

study, supported by some observations of the theatre venues in London, where IYF plays were 

performed, as well as observation of some current plays which are, arguably, thematically and 

theatrically similar to IYF works, performed in the same venues as IYF. By looking at the 

selected plays as statements of a particular status quo, at a particular time, in a specific 

country this project is bringing an interpretation of the texts of the plays to bear on anti-

establishment views produced by IYF plays. This consequently suggests what this novel 

sociological reading may offer to sociological and cultural fields. Since this project takes texts 

of theatrical/performance works as its case studies, it can represent a position in between two 

very broadly distinct disciplines of cultural sociology and theatre studies. While the entire 

textual analysis is inclined towards the social implications of the theatrical meaning, the 

comparative analysis also investigates the theatrical and social legacy of IYF theatre in the 

continuation of representations of risk society in the theatrical productions emerging after 

IYF. Considering that “theatre texts are cultural texts” (Shevtsova 1989c, p. 288), the cultural 

context is analysed and interpreted via its reproduction as performance. Accordingly, after 

providing a brief background summary of the methodological developments relating to 

sociological research on theatre, I will discuss the methods used to gather data for this project. 

Finally, I will reflect on the various methodologies utilized to explore IYF theatre from 

different sociological and cultural perspectives. 

Sociology of Theatre 

Fundamentally in an interdisciplinary research project, the researcher has the opportunity to 

combine multiple disciplines to identify the possible links between them to create new 

knowledge in relation to these disciplines and therefore demonstrate possible interconnections 
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between the disciplines. While the combination of two widely distinct disciplines such as the 

ones studied in this project can lead the arguments to a challenging disputation of contrasting 

analytical grounds, it can also provide the researcher with auxiliary elements of both sides to 

support the proposed argument and more fully answer the critical questions raised in various 

areas of study. Given this, the areas of study involved in this interdisciplinary project are 

suggested to be more fully understood via their interconnectedness with each other in 

answering the proposed questions of this research. Hereby, this study aims to integrate 

theories of sociology, in alignment with some studies in youth cultures and subcultures, with 

theatre in order to explore mutual impacts of society and this highly social form of art. 

Accordingly, in the substantive chapters of the research shifts from sociological theories to 

theatrical practices are made repeatedly and what is ‘theatrical’ becomes ‘socio-political’ and 

what is ‘political’ becomes ‘cultural’ in order to examine the purpose of this social practice 

(Shevtsova 2002).  

Given this, while conducting an interdisciplinary research project such as this one 

must be aware that the methodologies used might not be limited to any of the disciplines of 

sociology or theatre studies, but can cross over and combine these disciplines. Therefore, the 

researcher can actively combine various methods to explore, collect, and analyse the data in 

the most practical and applicable form. As the pioneer of the sociology of theatre field, 

Shevtsova (1989b, 1989c, 1999, 2002), suggests the methodology used for a sociology of 

theatre project is difficult to define in an absolute way due to the fact that there are numerous 

perspectives brought into play when studying a theatrical work, such as director, playwright, 

and performance 27, and indeed all of these elements have their own impact on the analysis of 

                                                           
27 Shevstsova’s complete list of subject areas of sociology of theatre is as follows: 1. Theoretical bases, 2. 

Directors, 3. Actors / Actresses, 4. Playwrights, 5. Finance and economy, 6. Theatre policies / Policies for 
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a theatrical work. The main concern in this respect will be the researcher’s awareness of the 

need to limit the elements of discussion to a few areas and also his/her ability in 

distinguishing the most appropriate methodology with which to investigate the chosen 

theatrical element. For these reasons, depending on the framework of analysis, the chosen 

methodology will also vary. Over almost three decades Shevtsova, in association with various 

research groups in drama and theatre studies, has developed a body of research specifically in 

performance studies which has brought new insight to the field of theatre and performance. 

However as Edelman (2012, p. 5) asserts “while there have been a multitude of contemporary 

approaches to art sociology, relatively few have applied these methods to theatre in particular. 

Even the developments of Shevtsova’s research in the sociology of theatre has remained 

focused on theatre as a form of performance and the development of theatrical forms and 

styles considering the cultural changes affecting the theatre practitioners. Therefore, studying 

the play text as responses to socio-economic and political circumstances has never become a 

part of the area of sociology of theatre that has been developed by Shevtsova.  

By the end of the millennium the field of sociology had evolved into a way of 

engaging with the culture of everyday life (Chaney 1994, 2003). Since this cultural turn in 

sociology, a broader frame of sociological analysis has been applied to textual and 

performative forms of culture, such as cultural and sociological studies of music (including 

classical and jazz music), literature, fine arts, dance, etc. This in turn has opened up the path 

for greater scope in sociology to consider various aspects of modern culture and life style, 

such as sociology of media, sociology of the body, sociology of emotions, social psychology, 

sociology of consumption (Jacobs & Spillman 2005) and so on. The shift in the field of 

                                                           
theatre, 7. Social types of theatre, 8. Audiences, 9. Performance, 10. Dissemination and distribution, 11. 

Dramatic texts, 12. Dramatic genres (1989a, p. 33). 
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sociology has been identified as an influence on the field of sociology of theatre, and as such 

has been applied to the field of theatre studies and as Shevtsova (1999, p. 100) states: 

Our period has witnessed a tremendous opening up to other disciplines and 

methodologies, which has virtually brought about a theoretical revolution in the field 

[of theatre]. All these—semiotics, psychoanalysis, feminism, corporeality, 

anthropology, sociology, cultural sciences, the natural and physical sciences, and 

more—have exploded any notion of limits to conceptualization vis-a-vis the theatre. 

They have provided the bases for an interdisciplinarity on a scale never envisaged 

before. 

As mentioned earlier, as a researcher conducting an interdisciplinary study I had the 

opportunity to actively devise the most applicable combination of methods. By means of 

triangulation of methods, including dramaturgical analysis and comparative analysis, I can 

accomplish a more authentic and profound analysis of the multidimensional interactions 

between Britain’s socio-economic circumstances of the 1990s and IYF theatre. The methods 

utilized in this study are reliant on analysis of play scripts which are used as primary data 

sources and the selective review of secondary data sources such as interviews with 

playwrights and newspaper reviews of the plays. Before moving on to a detailed justification 

of this triangulation of methods an outline of the methods can provide an overview of the 

methodological framework of this study:  

 Dramaturgical analysis of three plays which is in essence a textual and contextual 

analysis of the plays by means of over-arching themes 

 Comparative analysis of IYF theatre’s legacy of demonstrating risk and uncertainty in 

the British theatre during 2000s and 2010s. 
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Secondary Data sources and socio-historical research  

Approaching historical events and the social circumstances surrounding them restricts the 

scope of data accessible for the researcher. One of the key restrictions in this respect is that 

the researcher must in many cases refer almost exclusively to secondary data sources. Since 

IYF theatre emerged nearly three decades ago, lasting for almost five years, it has become a 

part of the theatrical and cultural history of Britain. Secondary data sources play a major role 

in providing the necessary data to conduct the multi-perspectival analysis of the plays of this 

genre of theatre as the genre remained at the forefront of the British theatrical consciousness 

for approximately five years. Therefore, the socio-historical analysis mostly relies on archival 

data resources such as findings produced for newspaper reviews, financial statements from the 

Arts Council, theatre companies records of their budgeting, or statistics on audience 

attendance. Additionally, in considering the significance of IYF, I will also refer to the 

viewpoints of the playwrights and some of the critics of the major works to support the 

arguments raised in different chapters (see Chapters Six, Seven and Eight) or to challenge 

their views based on the theories utilized in this research. 

To unravel these viewpoints, I will explore the existing interviews with playwrights 

and directors published in various texts, journal articles and newspapers (Aragay et al. 2007; 

Billington 2007)28. There are numerous sources of reference which include interviews with 

the main playwrights of the genre such as Sarah Kane, Mark Ravenhill, Anthony Neilson, and 

Philip Ridley as well as some of the directors of the works such as Stephan Daldry, Ian 

                                                           
28 A full list of these sources includes: British Theatre of the 1990s: Interviews with Directors, Playwrights, 

Critics and Academics (Aragay et al. 2007), At the Sharp End: Uncovering the Work of Five Leading 

Dramatists: Edgar, Etchells, Greig, Gupta and Ravenhill (Billington 2007), About Kane: the Playwright and the 

Work (Saunders 2009), and Modern British playwriting: the 1990s : voices, documents, new interpretations 

(Sierz 2012), Rage And Reason: Women Playwrights on Playwriting(Stephenson 2014). 
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Rickson, and Max Stafford-Clark. These directors significantly collaborated with the 

playwrights to produce those works to which I refer later in the thesis. Although, during the 

second half of 1990s the playwrights were mostly vilified and not yet widely accepted by 

either the industry or the audiences, their works started to become highly popular in the 

following years at the start of the new millennium. While, to interview the playwrights whose 

works are analysed in this thesis project could be said to be a practical choice to answer the 

questions this study raises, I strongly chose not to conduct interviews with any playwright of 

IYF. The main reason for this decision is inherent in the analytical framework of the study, 

which is theory based. In this respect, I should note that this study aims at looking at the 

artistic works as self-contained, self-referential aesthetic objects, separate from the artist, 

through the socio-economic circumstances the works represent. Furthermore, while the 

artists’ socio-political ideologies are designed to be examined through the filters of their 

artistic creation, my goal was to deliver textual analysis of the plays fully independent from 

playwrights’ possible allusion to the theoretical framework being used in the study.  

Therefore, the effective accumulation of various reasons has resulted in full reliance 

on thematic analysis of texts to understand the message conveyed through the artefacts 

themselves. In this respect, theatre, a highly social event, is analysed through its text which in 

this thesis is considered as the major part of this social event. As Fairclough (2003, p. 11) 

points out “the social effects of text depend upon the process of meaning-making” and indeed 

“one resource that is necessary for any account of meaning-making is the capacity to analyse 

texts in order to clarify their contribution to process of meaning-making”. The primary goal of 

this research is, therefore, to provide that resource within the discourse of cultural sociology 

and theatre. Fairclough (2003), moreover, distinguishes three types of meaning that can be 

gained through textual analysis, actuional, representational, and identificatory. While the first 
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and last types identified by Fairclough are not aimed to be achieved in this thesis, I should 

elaborate on the second type as it signifies my approach to text-analysis. By ‘representational’ 

Fairclough (ibid, p.25) refers to “meanings which appertain to the representation of the world 

in texts” and as such construct the main tool to see the world through the eyes of the 

playwrights in question in this thesis. 

It is worthy to note that the available interviews with the playwrights, some of which 

were conducted during the years IYF was active, are utilised to enlighten the historical and 

socio-political understanding of the researcher of the social and economic circumstances in 

which the playwrights or the theatre practitioners created and staged the plays. Moreover, 

while these interviews are not reflecting on the thematic analysis of the texts within the 

theoretical framework, they can indeed provide the researcher with a better sense of personal 

motivation of the playwrights to better understand how their motivations relate at a more 

conceptual level to risk, uncertainty and culture of fear. Challenges for the researcher also 

arise with other data sources to which I will refer. For instance, in order to explore the 

secondary data sources further, the reviews and articles published in newspapers are 

considered as valuable resources as they provide a clearer example of how the media and 

audiences responded to plays of the IYF Theatre. Newspaper responses and reviews of the 

time as recorded in The Guardian UK (the articles of which are openly available online), The 

Daily Mirror, The Express, The Daily Express, and The Daily Mail are digitally archived in 

the British Library. These newspapers present different opinions in reviewing IYF plays in 

line with their respective political and cultural agendas, offering various perspectives on this 

form of avant-garde theatre. In understanding and acknowledging the bias in their political 

agenda, I am able to investigate the position of IYF through the conflicting political lenses of 

the time. In other words, there is a potential drawback in using this kind of secondary data 
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sources but this can be overcome by applying an objective and critical mode of analysis that 

takes into account the political bias exhibited in various newspaper article (Blaxter, Hughes & 

Tight 2006; Denscombe 2010; Vartanian 2011). 

The majority of secondary data in this research project is acquired from the resources 

available online which are growing in the range of information they provide for any research 

in theatre studies in general and IYF in particular. The first online resource used was the 

official IYF Theatre (http://www.inyerfacetheatre.com/) web-site, designed and managed by 

the British theatre critic Aleks Sierz. The web-site provided an invaluable collection of 

articles, debates, annual productions, conference reports and information about yearly 

platforms on IYF theatre as well as information and analysis on new writings in the field. This 

data enabled me to get an overview of background information on IYF. The web-site also 

introduces a wide range of literature appropriate to further analysis in this study. 

 Another effective online archival source was the audio archives on the theatre voice 

website (http://www.theatrevoice.com/) which offered a comprehensive and inclusive variety 

of interviews, debates, and discussions on British theatre. Drawing on these oral recordings 

and the transcriptions provided, I was able to further analyse the extant material on the plays 

of IYF as well as the playwrights to contribute to my rigorous analysis of the plays discussed. 

The topics published on this web-site include, but are not limited to, “Sarah Kane’s Cleansed: 

Post Show Discussion” (2005), “Playwright Philip Ridley Talks to Alex Sierz” (2007), “The 

Theatre Voice Debate: New Writing 3/3” (2004). In addition to these two significant web-

sites, I also utilized the Arts Council’s website which provides details of their financial 

http://www.inyerfacetheatre.com/
http://www.theatrevoice.com/
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records in the archive section (http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/)29, to gather data on the 

budgeting schedules of the various theatre companies in Britain.  

In addition to online data resources, this research utilized library-based data resources 

such as edited articles from theatre conferences such as Cool Britannia? British Political 

Drama in the 1990s (D'Monté & Saunders 2007) which sprang from the ‘In-Yer-Face? British 

Drama in the 1990s’ Conference held at the university of the West of England, Bristol, 2002. 

Moreover, published reviews of the various works of the playwrights and historical accounts 

of the social circumstances of Britain of the time are used, which was also reviewed to further 

enrich the contextual arguments presented in this thesis 30. These data sources included 

recently published books that discuss IYF theatre such as British Theatre Companies 1995 to 

2014 (Tomlin 2015) or newly published and unpublished dissertations such as Nina Kane’s 

“F-F-Felt It: Breathing Feminist, Queer, and Clown Thinking Into the Study of Sarah Kane’s 

Cleansed and Blasted” (2013) and articles and reviews by critics and scholars published in 

journals or newspapers such as Lyn Gardner’s “Blasted Was Dismissed by a Handful of 

Critics But the Conversation Has Changed” (The Guardian UK, 2015). Moreover, conducting 

an ethnographic observation of London’s contemporary theatre culture was a chance to 

expand my knowledge surrounding the subject more extensively. Therefore, in August 2015, 

mid-way through my research, I arranged a visit to London for a one-week period. In the next 

section, I elaborate on how this trip enhanced my understanding of the socio-cultural 

circumstances of London and the culture surrounding the theatre industry of the city. 

                                                           
29 There are also accounts provided by the theatre companies themselves in books such as British Theatre 

Companies 1995 to 2014 (Tomlin, 2015) and The Royal Court Theatre Inside Out (Little & McLaughlin 2007)  
30 For a more detailed list of related literature see Chapter Two. 

http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/
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A Semi-Ethnographic Data Gathering 

Although IYF theatre is not actively practiced any longer, a visit to the British Library and the 

theatre venues which produced most of plays discussed in this thesis effectively brought new 

insights to the study. Apart from The Guardian UK, the British newspapers referred to above 

are not available online for the public. In the British Library, I had the chance to review all the 

articles and reviews published in the theatre section of these newspapers, dated from 1993 to 

1999. Some of the articles are from significant critics of the time such as Michael Billington 

and Aleks Sierz who are still among the most prominent contemporary British theatre critics. 

During this trip, I was also able to retrieve significant information concerning the Arts 

Council and their policy documents relating to the theatre funding policy of the time. These 

documents are not readily available to the public online. 

While visiting London, I attended theatre productions that echoed the spirit of IYF 

theatre in contemporary performances. I watched the first performance of Lela & Co (By 

Cordelia Lynne) in the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs (Kane’s Blasted, 1995) was also 

performed at this venue). After watching Lela & Co I realized how this play shares similar 

themes and theatrical elements to IYF theatre suggesting that there is a strong legacy of IYF in 

contemporary theatre production practice. This legacy can include, but not limited to, design 

concepts such as minimal staging and intimate atmospheres that are generated through the use 

of small casts. The play tells the story of a young girl being abducted, silenced and kept in a 

room for whoring by her husband. The bleak atmosphere, reminiscent of IYF plays, is 

heightened in the venue through long periods of darkness in the lighting design. Monologue 

sense of menace is ever-present as Lela’s narrative is interrupted by the ever-present male 

voices of her father, her brother-in-law, and her husband. In addition to Lela & Co I also saw 
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People, Places, and Things by Duncan Macmillan performed at the National Theatre and 

Carmen, a reproduction of Bizet’s Opera directed by Robin Norton-Hale at the Soho Theatre. 

Although the themes explored in People, Places, and Things’ are confrontational and its plot 

line and thematic exploration is as provocative as some of IYF plays, my main reason for 

seeing these productions was to gain a more personal experience of the intimacy of the 

venues. These experiences helped me to realize how a theatrical space can critically impact 

the way the controversial themes, as explored in plays such as Blasted (1995), Shopping and 

Fucking (1995), and Penetrator (1993) (one of my case studies), could have been received 

and debated over by the audiences at the time. As discussed more fully in Chapter Four, the 

smallness of the theatre venues was one of the key elements through which both the 

production team and the artists could more practically and intimately engage the audience 

with the subject matter and enhance their experience of confrontation with provocative 

representations of violence.  

During my fieldwork trip to London, I also had the chance to experience some of the 

trends surrounding the London theatre industry, with London being the second biggest theatre 

city in the world (behind New York which is ranked as first in the world due to its celebrated 

Broadway productions). A point of particular interest was the co-operation of the theatre 

companies and the plays’ producers to support a particular playwright by promoting the play 

scripts and persuading the audience to purchase the published play scripts as they entered the 

theatre hall of a particular venue. The significance of this trend for me was how the practical 

form (performance/theatre) and the textual form (drama) are being addressed at the same 

time, suggesting the importance of text in this practical form of art. This in turn indicates the 

necessity of deeper research and study of play-scripts as a part of the theatrical production, 

which is one of the key purposes of the current project. Furthermore, the audience support for 
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new work by young and emerging playwrights was also representative of the vibrant theatre 

culture of London. These observations expanded my understanding of some of the financial 

and commercial aspects of the contemporary British theatre industry that helped in 

constructing the comparative analysis of more contemporary theatrical productions presented 

in Chapter Nine.  

Dramaturgical/Textual Analysis  

To conduct a multidimensional study of a dramatic work, this project adopts dramaturgical 

methods to evaluate the plays as texts (rather than productions). Dramaturgy takes its meaning 

from Lessing (1767) who introduced a German tradition of theory and practice as a 

composition to prepare a play for staging. Adapting the notion from theatre studies, Erving 

Goffman (1956) also introduced dramaturgy to social sciences. Goffman refers to dramaturgy 

as the study of human behaviour and social interaction in relation to time, place and audience, 

or simply to study people’s living behaviour as if they are actors playing a role in their daily 

lives. This definition of dramaturgy is usually applied to sociological and ethnographic 

research when ethnographers, for instance, study the rituals and communal routines of 

individuals in a specific community or other social settings. An example of such utilization of 

this method in sociology can be Scott’s (1968) observation of people at horse racing tracks, 

where a number of acting gamblers get involved in the study of  gambler’s behaviours in 

relation to winning or losing during some races. However, dramaturgical methods are utilized 

in the theoretical sense in this study. In theatre studies, as Cardullo (2005, p. 3) states, 

“dramaturgy today denotes the multi-faceted study of a given play: its author, content, style, 

and interpretive possibilities, together with its historical, theatrical, and intellectual 

background”. In this sense, the dramaturge in a theatre production aims to bring about a 
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reconciliation between theatrical practitioners and academic theoreticians to more fully 

recognize the underling meaning of theatre as a cultural tool. Dramaturge, in its modern use in 

the realm of theatre, is assigned to conduct a close reading of the play-script prior to 

rehearsals to work along the lines of a researcher, assisting the theatre director in thematically 

and stylistically developing the play. Katz (in Rossiter et al. 2008, p. 278) also asserts that: 

“The goal of dramaturgy is to resolve the antipathy between the intellectual and the practical 

in the theatre, fusing the two into an organic whole”. 

Luckhurst (2006) believes that the definition attributed to the study of dramaturgy is 

“bitterly” unstable, leaving the task of dramaturge highly divergent in action. In this study, I 

will specifically refer to analytical rather than experimental tools of dramaturgy in order to 

acquire the necessary means to examine the discussed plays textually and contextually. As 

such, by dramaturgical analysis here, I refer, specifically, to textual reading which is utilized 

as an “interpretive analysis and methodologically promotes the theorization of knowledge 

derived from critical reflective thinking about the experiential, the imagined, the interpreted 

and the representational evoked in and from a play” (Hassall 2012, p. 148). In this respect, the 

dramaturgical methods are lenses through which the society of the time is being excavated to 

unravel the political and economic status quo and these methods “are employed to reveal the 

theoretical underpinnings pertinent to the cultural meaning evoked in the plays” (Ibid). 

A Triangulation of Methods 

Thematic Analysis 

Using dramaturgical analysis as discussed above, this study focuses on plays produced almost 

three decades ago and as such considers the dramatic text as the principal source of data. 

Therefore, the plays themselves are analysed to investigate the cultural significance of theatre 
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practice in a specific period of time. As outlined earlier, one of the main analytical methods 

employed here is a thematic analysis of the case studies the basis of which is formed by the 

theoretical framework (see Chapter Three). These theories include: risk and uncertainty (Beck 

1992; Giddens 1991) and the concept of a culture of fear (Furedi 1997) as this is argued to 

apply in contemporary societies, used to identify themes of importance such as sexual 

violence, consumerism, xenophobia, political discouragement and such in the text. In the 

textual analysis of IYF plays, I will utilize a coding frame to identify certain words or key 

phrases that will be used to establish the analytical structure of my substantive chapters. By 

means of this coding the commonality of some terms used in language is found across the 

plays in order to build a series of arguments about the representation of socio-economic and 

cultural tensions. Three play-scripts are selected to be analysed in detail in order to explore 

how this provocative genre of theatre responded to the selected themes discussed in the 

contextual analysis. These plays include: 

1. Some Explicit Polaroids by Mark Ravenhill (2001)31. Produced by Out of Joint 

Theatre Company, first performed at the Theatre Royal in 1999. 

2. Serving it up by David Eldridge (2005) performed at the Bush Theatre in 1996. 

3. Penetrator by Anthony Neilson (1998). First performed at the Traverse Theatre, 

Edinburgh, in 1993, then transferred to London’s Royal Court Theatre Upstairs in 

1994. 

These plays were chosen according to their political and/or cultural stand point and the 

aforementioned themes they contain. These themes include, but are not limited to, social and 

personal insecurities experienced throughout the identity formation of the individuals in risk 

                                                           
31 The dates indicated in the parenthesis here are the publication dates of the play scripts, while the other dates 

are the years in which the plays were produced for the first time.  
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society (Chapter Six), the changes in social class patterns in risk society and their impact on 

members of specific subcultures as well as their family and friends (Chapter Seven), and the 

influence of the gradual pathological shifts in family structure and other intimate relationships 

in the risk society (Chapter Eight).    

Comparative analysis  

The final chapter of this thesis will include a historically-oriented comparison of the legacy of 

IYF theatre since the decline of the genre in 1999. The focus of this comparative study is to 

investigate and compare the representation of sociological themes of risk, uncertainty and 

fear, as explored in the IYF case studies in more recent plays. To this end, the chapter utilizes 

a second comparative approach by briefly exploring the shifts in the climate of fear in the 

context of Britain during the 2000s and 2010s. This second comparison sets out to give a 

better understanding of the modality of shifts in theatrical representations of risk and fear in 

British theatre today. In looking for thematic similarity in IYF plays and contemporary plays, 

I explore the representation of violence, war crimes, fear or insecurity, xenophobia, and 

consequences of individualization in contemporary society within specific historical moments 

such as post-9/11 and Britain’s decision to leave the EU as well as other social issues such as 

the recent refugee crisis. Moreover, I will be investigating the resemblance of IYF’s shock 

technique in these plays, as the controversy of IYF chiefly originates from the usage of this 

technique. This comparative analysis will highlight the sociological as well as structural 

legacy of IYF in contemporary British theatre and will raise the question of whether theatre 

needs to utilize in-yer-face techniques to tackle socio-economic crisis of today’s world. 

Conclusion 



133 
 

Given the various cultural, political, and economic aspects of the theatrical practice I am 

exploring, this study draws together a range of methods to enable me to research a body of 

work that is primarily located in past. Therefore, the triangulation of methods outlined in this 

chapter offers an effective means of delving into that past. It is recognized that researchers in 

the sociology of theatre field are still searching for a well-defined methodology to fully 

embrace the vast scope of knowledge this discipline contains. By examining IYF theatre in 

light of the theoretical framework suggested in Chapter Three, I am hoping to develop a new 

and innovative direction in evaluating the cultural and sociological significance of this genre 

of theatre. Combining sociological theory with theoretical perspectives drawn from other 

disciplines could help in developing more concrete and practical methods to conduct 

interdisciplinary research on theatrical genres in the context of sociological theories. In this 

respect, this thesis research also hopes to demonstrate that a deeper understanding of the 

sociological significance of the performative aspect of a play (the major focus of an area such 

as sociology of theatre) is more obtainable, apprehensible, and functional if aligned with close 

sociological readings of play texts. To put it more clearly, this study wishes to intertwine the 

practical and the intellectual to fully understand the significance of IYF as an example of 

political or oppositional theatre within its specific socio-political context.  
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An Escapist Pragmatism: Representations of 

Escapism Rhetoric in Some Explicit 

Polaroids 

 

 

 

Introduction 

As discussed earlier in this thesis, the post-industrial era is believed by sociologists such as 

Beck (2001), Giddens (1991), and Bauman (2001b) as one in which the self and the reflexive 

project of the self has become integral to how individuals understand themselves as social 

actors and how they create identities for themselves. Earlier in the thesis it was also discussed 

how post-industrialism has created certain pathologies in westernized societies which are 

potentially harmful to the identity project of individuals as they become more pathological in 

terms of thinking about the world around them and the potential hazards which could be 

confronting to them. In this respect, it is argued, members of the younger generation are 

potentially more vulnerable as the disarray in identity formation can hold more long-lasting 

effects in regard to people in their early adulthood. Given that the majority of IYF plays 
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consisted of young characters, in their twenties or early thirties, a common sense of identity 

crisis within the individuals is highly evident in the plays. In exploring this dimension of the 

IYF plays, this chapter focuses on the example of Mark Ravenhill’s Some Explicit Polaroids 

(SEP) to explore how it touches on aspects of escapism prevailing everyday life of young 

people in a context of risk and uncertainty. Part of the response to the challenges to identity 

formation, as noted by Furedi (2004), is the emergence of a therapy culture in which self-

therapy is seen as one of the consequences or responses to the social pathologies of the late 

modern post-industrial age. In this analysis of SEP, self-therapy is investigated as an escapist 

approach by which key characters in the play respond to each other and employ defensive 

strategies. Further to the prevailing therapy culture, a broader escape culture which is 

displayed in hedonistic existence of drugs, clubbing, and parties among the younger group of 

characters, will also be examined as a second method of escapism. In addition to these 

approaches conducted by three young characters of the play, the final part of the analysis 

introduces a different method of coping with the identity crisis. This final approach, exhibited 

through the older characters, is suggested to be adaption to the new circumstances while 

attempting to retain the lost socio-political values, in the case of the characters of this play, 

leftist activism of the 1970 and early 1980s.  

Background 

The post-industrial era is believed by many sociologists to be highly characterized by self-

referential trajectories and systems (Bauman 1993, 1997; Giddens 1991, 1992; Lasch 1979), 

while the self today, as Giddens (1992, p.30) asserts, “is for everyone a reflexive project”. 

Amid the circumstances surrounding reflexive modernity, as discussed in Chapter Three, the 

individual is believed to be entangled in the context of multiple choices to create a modified 
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identity that can survive in a new social world that is mainly defined by consumerist 

ideologies, social and global risks, fears of insecurities in everyday life, and uncertain futures. 

In the reflexive process of this creation of self-identity cherished and praised by socio-

economic as well as cultural regulations governing late modern societies, the self is 

automatically detached from previous identifiers and criterions, such as traditional bonds, 

religious values, and other collective modes of being, to be able to absorb the properties of the 

late modern self. Thereupon, the self becomes preoccupied with the re-modification process 

continuously, as Giddens (1991) asserts. This uncertain, exhausting process is, moreover, 

amalgamated by the need for the individual to ‘re-appropriate fragments of knowledge’, 

including social, scientific, and political knowledge (Lackey 1992, p. 2) to form a coherent 

biographical narrative for the self.  

The social and economic crises the young generation of the nineties (known as 

Generation X, to which I will return later) endured, including excessive unemployment, can 

be seen as a burden on their shoulders that is possible to turn into psychological dispositions 

such as anxiety, depression and mental conflicts (MacDonald 1998). Moreover, with the 

collapse of the dominant social institutions and the dismantled traditional social structures, 

such as family, neighbourhood, and marriage, the modern individual helplessly needs to 

strengthen their ability to sustain the social status and power he/she once had. Consequently, 

new forms of culture are introduced to help the individual survive. According to Beck (2001) 

and Giddens (1992) this creates a society of ‘self-cultured’ individuals wherein they, 

matching with their needs for self-fulfilment, practice various methods that became more 

prevailing in risk society, such as delving into the various spheres of the self or becoming 

introspective, inward-looking individuals. Although, such trends in the realm of self-

identification had started from much earlier decades with books such as How to Win Friends 
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and Influence People (Dale Carnagie 1936), it wasn’t until the post-industrial era that therapy 

culture escalated into the mainstream culture. It was then that the impact of self-help therapy 

in popular culture became more apparent to the academics and critics of this ever-growing 

trend. In other words, to love “the self, which historically has been viewed as pathological 

egoism or narcissism, is no longer discouraged” (Rimke 2000, p. 66).  

This being said, in the present chapter the focus is laid on the ideological spectrum of 

the characters of SEP in self-seeking and self-actualization. In doing so, I argue that the post-

industrial, disenchanted individuals that Ravenhill depicts in his play are indeed engaged in 

the structural process of reconfiguring and re-modifying a modernized self. However, what is 

emphasized in this depiction is the process itself, the measures that are taken by each 

individual, and the limitations to the flow of self-actualization due to the disillusionments 

burdened on their evacuated selves. As many scholars of self-identity in post-industrial 

societies (Bauman 1993; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Bell 1996; Giddens 1991; Lackey 

1992) have pointed out, the rapidly changing social norms and moral codes of late modernity 

produce confusion for the individual. Following the focal point of Ravenhill, I focus on how 

the external perpetual confusions and the internal detachments of the characters of SEP build 

up an escapist attitude expressed in various ways. In this respect, the textual and contextual 

analysis of the present play offers three dimensions in which or to which different characters 

are argued to be escaping. Prior to such textual analysis, an introduction to the playwright and 

a summary of the story line of the play is offered. 

Mark Ravenhill (1966-) 

Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking (26 Sep, 1996) affirmed as equally disturbing for British 

theatre audiences as Kane’s Blasted (1995), which had appeared a year earlier, and its 
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provocation in language, style, and subject matter proved without a doubt that a new wave of 

playwrights was emerging (Sierz 2001). A well-read graduate from drama school, Ravenhill 

started his career as a playwright in his late twenties with Close to You (1993), a play about 

‘outing’ a gay MP, performed for the London New Play Festival. Although his first 

experience as a playwright did not receive any media coverage, it still raised concern among 

the Festival’s committee regarding the repugnancy of the play and its potential for earning the 

Festival a bad reputation. As the festival director, Phil Sterne, asserted “we found the play 

very abhorrent and thought we would get a bad name for doing it” (Sierz 2001, p. 123). 

Comments of this kind were usually expressed in relation to the majority of IYF plays, 

indicating the society’s as well as the theatre practitioner’s lack of readiness for the level of 

provocation the genre was offering. During the promotion of Shopping and Fucking, the 

producer, Sonia Friedman, had to encompass different strategies as she received legal warning 

regarding the interdiction of using the word ‘fuck’ in any form of public display under a 

Victorian law – ‘the Indecent Advertisements Act 1889, amended by the Indecent Display Act 

1981’ (ibid, p. 125):  

To solve the problem, the first posters for Shopping and Fucking used the image of a 

splintered fork to obscure the offending word. The next solution involved asterisks so 

the title became Shopping and F***ing, and the promotional postcards advertised the 

West End transfer with a quote from Evening Standard: ‘Entert***ing, Sh*cking, & 

St*mulating’ (Ibid). 

Ravenhill’s polemical hit turned out to earn the company, Out of Joint32, an 

exceptionally good profit to the extent that Max Stafford-Clark, the artistic director of the 

                                                           
32 Out of Joint is a British touring company based in London that specializes in the production of ‘London’s 

sharpest new writing’. Max Stafford-Clark founded the company in 1993, prior to which he served as the artistic 
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production, was offered a national tour of ten cities, such as Warwick, Swansea, and 

Bracknell. Denigrated from the outset due to both the title and the content, Shopping and 

Fucking did not gain its publicity because of the social and political immediacy it contained 

but the culturally resonant issues it touched, such as drugs, dancing, clubbing and 

homosexuality.  

Ravenhill was very much influenced by the 1990s’ consumerist culture associated 

with the late-capitalist economy as well as cultural products of the time, mainly the works of 

contemporary American playwrights and novelists such as David Mamet and Douglas 

Coupland (and especially Coupland’s 1991 bestseller, Generation X: Tales for an Accelerated 

Culture). Similar to many IYF playwrights, Coupland was highly critical of society’s lack of 

acknowledgment and sympathy with the generational cohort to which he belonged. His 

internationally acclaimed novel, therefore, entails stories of young people from Generation 

X33, that is, people born between the early 1960s and the late 1970s, who are typically known 

to be directionless regarding life choices, apolitical and used to constant stimulus to bring 

them instantaneous success or pleasure. In a similar fashion, Ravenhill, in most of his plays, 

attempts ‘to trace what happened when we turned from a nation of shopkeepers to a nation of 

shoppers’ (Rebellato in the introduction to Ravenhill, 2001 play collection) and it can be 

argued that he questions how we suddenly decided that the values and beliefs of the previous 

decades were outdated and futile. Dealing with issues surrounding gay relationships, he 

became well known as a gay playwright who tends to focus on gay culture. Averse to the 

labels given to him, in an interview with Monfort (in Aragay et al. 2007) Ravenhill states that 

he does not believe in belonging to communities, subcultures or any other forms of micro-

                                                           
director of London’s Royal Court Theatre. He has a reputation for nurturing emerging playwrights, especially 

during the 1980s when British theatre was experiencing a crisis of new writing  
33 The term became widely popular after Coupland’s novel.  
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society, as those terms are, in his view, human inventions to avoid the loss of society after the 

social changes of the mid-eighties. Ravenhill’s view can be linked to what Furedi (1997) and 

Beck (1994) believe to be the prevalent pattern in modern societies (‘reflexive modernity’) 

that suggests the individual does not attempt to reconstruct the collective society that was 

once held to exist. One, instead, tries to compensate his/her sense of loss with making smaller 

communities which might create the feeling that he/she still belongs to a society bigger than 

one’s self. As a member of a generation who has experienced the loss of a functional family 

unit, in particular, and a society with traditional structures in general, Ravenhill, alongside 

other writers of IYF, illustrates fragmented familial and social structures in his plays. The 

majority of the relationships he pictures show a social framework in which individuals try to 

avoid creating a traditional bond with their sexual partners or housemates, celebrating their 

emotional freedom and detachment to anyone or anything. However, one can see the 

characters’ tendency to avoid an apocalyptic rhetoric in the micro-society that is pictured in 

the plays. To that end, the already fragmented self who arguably practices a culture of 

escapism shows a desire for togetherness. 

Similar to other plays of IYF in Ravenhill’s plays no heroic action is taken as there is 

no hero but antagonists who are either struggling with drug addiction, are HIV positive, or 

trying to come to terms with the bleakness dominating their lives. This being said, it could be 

argued that one of the reasons the political and social immediacy of the plays were not 

appreciated might be due to the political agents in the works. In these plays, political 

arguments are not discussed between popular left or right MPs, government agents, members 

of a specific party, or any type of political intellectuals that are common to the 

characterization in the direct political plays of political playwrights such as David Edgar, 

David Hare, and Caryl Churchill. Contrary to the orthodox characterization of political drama, 
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Ravenhill’s Mark, Lulu, and Brian (in Shopping and Fucking) who belong to the ‘generation 

ecstasy’ and Tim, Victor and Nadia (in Some Explicit Polaroids (SEP)) honour their ‘trash 

culture’ and yet they are the political agents of their generation, representing their 

disenchantments with political structures and big ideas. In a widely accepted fashion, 

Generation Xers are predominantly considered to be politically dissatisfied, indifferent, and 

undetermined people in comparison to their previous generational cohort (Beaudoin 1998). 

Ravenhill, also, indicates that in stark contrast to the ideology-based politics of the 1970s and 

1980s, wherein ethical ideals, institutional principals, and communal doctrines where 

dominating the socio-political imagination of the young activists of the society, the young 

characters in SEP are representatives of the generation who are ‘able to look at the world 

more directly, without needing to filter it through a theory or religion’ 34. 

Three years after his notorious Shopping and Fucking, Ravenhill staged his Fourth 

major play in another cooperation with Max Stafford-Clark’s Out of Joint, Some Explicit 

Polaroids. The second play can be considered as a sequel to the former in regard to its theme 

and characterization. Ravenhill implies that he was “quite surprised to find out that SEP has 

received probably as many productions and translations as Shopping and Fucking and that 

people seem to find it applies to their country in quite a strong way as well” (Aragay et al. 

2007, p. 95)35. Because of the existence of such battles between Labour and New Labour 

party, the play seems very British to Ravenhill. Ravenhill’s Britishness allows him to have a 

British audience in mind when writing a play about the status quo of Britain of the time due to 

                                                           
34 In an interview with Andrew Smith in 1999, for The Guardian, available at: 

https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/1999/oct/31/life1.lifemagazine2 
35 Although there is no available record of countries in which the IYF plays were toured, in an interview with 

Aleks Sierz, Ravenhill mentions that his 1990s plays were toured in ‘Germanic countries, Nordic countries, and 

different states in the US and South America’. The interview can be cited here:  

http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/the-theatrevoice-debate-new-writing-12-playwrights-richa/ 
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the nation-wide struggles British people grapple with. However, in effect his writing speaks to 

social issues in a broader international context as it resonates with the socio-economic 

concerns that Beck (2001), whose works are mainly targeted at socio-political circumstances 

of Germany, alludes to in his work. The reason for that can be sought in the process of 

modernization that coincided with globalization, therefore more and more countries around 

the world started to be influenced by the same social and cultural trends. One perceived facet 

of society in late modernity was the vulnerability of youth, since they were hit by 

unemployment, insecurity, and the kind of conspicuous consumption and indulgence they 

started to absorb more widely after the introduction of a free-market. Accordingly, we can 

argue that by depicting lost, vulnerable young characters in their plays, IYF writers were 

broadly commenting on the state of life that resulted from late modernity’s fragmentation and 

uncertainty, the very socio-economic climate Beck (1992; 2001) and Giddens (1991) 

attributed to reflexive modernity. In addition to the depiction of the youth’s status, a form of 

sophistication in Ravenhill’s characterization in SEP makes it particularly distinctive from 

Shopping and Fucking, because the characters are from two different generations, cherishing 

diverse standards of living and believing in dissimilar social interactions. Although both plays 

depict Ravenhill’s objections to the consumerist culture of the nineties and bemoan the 

gradual transformation of values to anti-values as such, the clash of the generations and the 

presence of a Russian sex slave dealing with the same ideological struggles as the British 

characters deepens the playwright’s political argument. In the next section, I look at the 

storyline of Some Explicit Polaroids, providing in the process a more detailed explanation of 

how the play evokes the ideological diversities in two different generations in the light of the 

British society of the 1990s. 

A Plot Summary of Some Explicit Polaroids 
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Set in London in the year 1999, Some Explicit Polaroids tells the story of Nick, a former 

radical leftist, now an adrift nostalgic ex-convict, who was imprisoned in 1984 having been 

convicted of an assault that leads to seriously injuring Jonathan, a capitalist entrepreneur. 

Belonging to the decade wherein political and social riots and strikes were considered a 

common method to demand social justice, he enforces his judgmental attitude on the current 

political conduct of his fellow activists. Throughout the play, he reminiscently indulges his 

angry moments of rioting before his imprisonment. Unaware of the political events of 198436, 

Nick enters a desensitized present in which drug-related hallucinations replace the anger and 

rioting for equity and justice in the face of Thatcherite policies. Nick’s amazement, disgust, 

perplexity, and at times disbelief, about how ‘everything is changed now’, allows us to 

believe he has missed a structural, yet invisible socio-cultural revolution that everyone else in 

the play refuses to acknowledge. Extremely dislocated in a historical, political, and social 

sense, Nick strives to demonstrate to the other characters in the play how loyal he has 

remained to social values, moral codes and ethical conducts the others ridicule. He returns to 

his old lover, Helen, with whom he used to take part in political riots against the newly 

restructured late-capitalist economy during early eighties. The reason Nick was sent to prison 

was that Helen told him that Jonathan  is ‘the scum of the earth and someone should kill that 

bastard’ (Ravenhill 2001, p. 234)37. On hearing this, Nick commits a violent act against a very 

successful man of the system and injures him severely, an incident that leads to Nick 

receiving a fifteen-year term of imprisonment. When Nick meets Helen again, he realizes that 

she is not the person he used to know. Indeed, Nick is surprised to find out that Helen now 

works as a councillor for the government, the very political and institutional system they used 

                                                           
36 Here, it can be suggested that by indicating the year 1984 Ravenhill alludes to the events surrounding the 

miners’ strikes that resulted in defeat of National Union of Miners and subsequently its disempowerment as one 

of the strongest Trade Unions in Britain.  
37 The rest of the dialogues of Some Explicit Polaroids will be referenced with the page numbers only.  
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to despise and protest against. She even fights hard to run as an MP. Nick, Helen, and 

Jonathan are characters in their forties, interconnected by their political opinions. On the other 

side of the story, we have three youngsters living together, cherishing the meaninglessness of 

life. Nadia is a lap-dancer, indoctrinated by self-help culture to ‘think positive’. Tim has been 

diagnosed as HIV positive and is in search of momentary prosperity, and Victor is a Russian 

rent-boy ‘downloaded’ by Tim to come and entertain him with his love for ‘trash music, trash 

food, trash people’ (p.241). Nick comes across Nadia in the street while she is beaten by 

Simon, a friend she sleeps with sometimes. Nadia invites Nick to join the world of 

‘happiness’ of the younger characters, a world hardly understandable to him, and from which 

he finally runs away, as he finds himself unable to become accustomed to that lifestyle.  

 Tim and Victor have come to believe they live in a world that has a happy ending 

because they are the writers of the story of their lives and “nobody has ever written that bit 

before but we’re doing it. This is the happy world” (p.268). In this self-created world, they 

survive on the ideology that ‘nothing should mean anything’ which can be seen as a promoter 

of the hedonistic mentality that the self-preservationist individual of Beck’s ‘ego-society’ is 

deemed to possess. Although these younger characters represent self-indulgent individuals 

who are highly resistant to affection and attachment, in the end we witness their reformation 

towards the need to be attached to something and be desired by someone. Dejected by the 

emotional uncertainties he perceives to prevail in everyday life, Tim, initially taking pride in 

modern medical advancements that provides him with the medical treatment he needs, decides 

not to take the medicine and passes away.  

Kritzer (2008, p. 44) states SEP is Ravenhill’s “most explicitly political” play and one 

that “rejects the 1970s-style leftist politics as a framework for social change”. Indeed, Nick’s 

political views, that resonate with the radicalism of the political ideologies of the 1970s, are 
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rejected by all other characters of the play from the outset while his beliefs are considered as 

ignominious anachronism. Discussing the themes of the play with The Guardian’s journalist, 

Andrew Smith, Ravenhill affirms his discontent with the doctrinaire socialism of the 1980s, 

asserting: 

Like a lot of people, I had a brief flirtation with the SWP (Socialist Worker Party). I 

was with them for about two terms, but, even then, when I was very idealistic, I could 

see that the level of the debate was terribly simplistic. They were quite stupid. I 

thought, “God, this is so dogmatic.” I haven’t been involved in politics for a long time, 

really – you know, in terms of actually doing anything38.  

Ravenhill’s rejection of radical leftist activism is, indeed, conveyed through the political 

conversations between the characters of SEP. Hence, towards the end of the play Helen, 

Nadia and even the severely-ill Tim discover a desire to be angry and protest, or at least want 

someone to be angry on their behalf to make change happen. Considering the flow of actions 

in the play, we can conclude that Ravenhill rather comments on how we need to appreciate 

our previous perspectives on change and reform, yet at the same time try to adapt to the new 

political and social conditions. Moreover, we can argue that he simply suggests we need to 

stay open to adopting new alternatives in resolving the global social malaise caused by the 

economic and cultural shifts we encounter world-wide, because of which we attempt to 

escape our precarious present and fantasize happiness. 

                                                           
38 https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/1999/oct/31/life1.lifemagazine2 



146 
 

Therapy Culture: An Escape from the Self 

Although in the 1990s self-identity disputes were by no means a new phenomenon, the 

discourse in which the culture grew happened to highly resonate with the dysfunctional social 

circumstances of reflexive modernity. Self-help therapies, which Giddens (1991) describes as 

‘guides to living’ grew in popularity among the people struggling to survive in late modern 

societies. The reflexive self that is embroiled in a circular process of creating “unity from 

fragmentation, certainty from uncertainty, and empowerment from powerlessness” (Lackey 

1992, p. 2), gradually forms a sort of need towards an external guideline that can ease the path 

to modern forms of prosperity. From her first appearance on stage, Nadia reminds us that in 

the atomized, fragmented society of post-industrial modernity we are ‘travelers’ of ‘our own 

journey’, during which we come to realize that ‘there’s no sense in anything’ and ‘nothing’s 

fixed’ for anyone which in her opinion is ‘cool in a way’ (pp. 238-40). Referring to the 

uncertain state of affairs as a ‘cool’ concept, resonates deeply with Beck’s (2001) notion of 

precarious freedom. The individual is gifted a form of freedom by the new ways in which 

‘different spheres of social life are framed’ (Chaney 2003, p. 19), which in turn has 

contributed to the disintegration of traditional social norms surrounding communal integrity, 

family structures and individual lifestyle. The traditional bonds, known as ‘primary ties’ by 

Fromm (1965), offered security and integration whereas the wearying freedom and loneliness 

of the late modern life leaves the self alone in facing ‘the world in all its perilous and 

overpowering aspects’ (ibid, p. 13). The concept of freedom is commonly ‘cool in a way’ as 

Nadia states, hence the disintegration of previously fixed structures introduces a new sense of 

precarity into modern life in which freedom is an ‘ambiguous gift’. This ambiguity is evoked 

by two-fold quality of post-modern freedom which carries both a sense of self-liberation and a 

sense of entanglement in uncertainties. Given this, the question arises that as a representative 
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of her society, how Nadia sees a sort of positivity in the anomie rampant in post-modern life. 

Ravenhill’s response to this question is the newly emerged attitude that Nadia seems to have 

learnt from the fashionable self-help therapies which are asking her to ‘be at peace with 

herself’ (p.244) and practice believing that ‘I am a nice person’ (p.248, 251, 269).  

The self-actualization that Nadia represents resonates with the ideologies indoctrinated 

through popular self-help tenets such as “All of me, every aspect of my being, is important. I 

count for something. I matter” (Beattie 1992, p. 115), and “surrender, because it is the simple 

but profound wisdom of yielding to rather than opposing the flow of life.” (Tolle 1997, p. 

129). Nadia’s presence throughout the play is accompanied by pain and bruises to which her 

first response is to avoid discussing the reasons. While bleeding the first time Nick attempts to 

kiss her, Nadia shares, with Nick, one of the first exercises she had learn to engage with to 

seemingly reach ‘mastery of the self’ (Lackey 1992): 

 Nadia  I am a nice person. 

 Nick  Yeah. 

Nadia No. I am. Which is not such an easy thing to say. I mean I can say it 

now. I’m a nice person. But that’s quite a new thing for me, you know? 

Nick  Right. 

Nadia  We had to practice with a mirror.  

She looks into the mirror. 

I’m a nice person. (p.251) 

Nadia, then, orders Nick to repeat the ‘mantra’ in the mirror so that he can believe in the 

virtuous traits of his-self. Although the tendency to narcissistically turn to the self and 

‘practice celebrating one’s magnificence’ (De Angelis 1991, p. 57) seems to be actively 

engaging Nadia in positive thinking, Ravenhill’s approach towards the fashionable therapeutic 
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culture of the decade echoes pessimistic views of critics of this narcissistic culture such as 

Lasch (1979) and Sennett (1986). In Lasch’s (1979) view the return to the self during the 

sixties and seventies stands as a narcissistic run away from the political turmoil of the time, 

which he believes resulted in a society occupied by individuals bereft of any social 

conscience. In a parallel fashion, Sennett (1986) criticizes the extensive focus of mainstream 

culture on personal life and mental well-being of the self that has attenuated the modern 

individual’s ability to cope with public and political life. Therefore, in opposition to Giddens’ 

view on ‘emancipatory’ power of the re-modification of the self, Ravenhill displays a sort of 

triviality and superficiality in post-industrial self-help through Nadia, who, we gradually see 

fails to fully come to terms with her sense of detachment and hopelessness.  

 Regardless of how effective self-therapy methods can be, Nadia is displayed as a 

submissive individual who inclines to actively engage or even resist any sort of predicament, 

whether it is social or personal. An example of her passivity is shown by means of her 

propensity to eliminate what belongs to the past while she can choose to improvise an 

effective solution to actually cope with the violence she is exposed to. In the case of the fight 

Nadia has had with Simon, which Nick witnessed, Nick asks her to at least show some 

hostility toward Simon, if she is not willing to oppose the ferocity of the violent beatings 

imposed upon her. To Nick’s surprise, Nadia claims not to remember the details of how she 

had been beaten an hour earlier, saying:  

 Nadia  That’s in the past. 

 Nick  There was blood. 

 Nadia  Was there? 

 Nick  Of course there was. There was a lot of blood. 

 Nadia  I’m not holding on to that. 



149 
 

 Nick  No? 

Nadia I’m letting that go. I’m not going to hold on to those feelings. That 

would be hurting me. 

Nick  Maybe I’ll do something. Maybe I’ll kick the shit out of Simon. 

Nadia  And that would hurt you. (p.253) 

Reactional methods of this kind illustrate that human responses are taking on different shapes 

and qualities in this therapy society reinforced by modernity’s laws of survival. In addition to 

mastering the skill of ignorance, a more retrospectively destructive precept indoctrinated 

through self-help therapy is the alteration of the philosophy of time. While preaching that 

“Nothing exists outside the now” (Tolle 1997, p. 36), “The past cannot survive in your 

presence” (ibid, p.60), and “the autonomous self, freed from the burden of the past, can say 

I’m OK” (Rose 1999, p. 247), the therapy gurus seem to be accelerating the Generation X’s 

sense of ‘ahistoricism’. According to Giddens’ (1991, p. 79) analysis of Rainwater’s (1989) 

Self-help Therapy “letting go of the past, through the various techniques of becoming free 

from oppressive emotional habits, generates a multiplicity of opportunities for self-

developments”. The rationale behind the techniques applied by Nadia relates to her need to 

‘become free from oppressive emotions’. However, Nadia’s attempt to forget the past events 

by repeating the statement ‘That’s in the past’ (p.247, 253, 271) in multiple occasions is more 

in line with Lasch’s (1979, p. 5) viewpoint that “we are fast losing the sense of historical 

continuity, the sense of belonging to a succession of generations originating in the past”. In 

this respect, Lasch (1979) takes a close look at the widespread leisure-based trends of the 

sixties and seventies such as belly-dance and ballet classes, taking pride in pursuing the 

Eastern wisdom, and being more concerned about individual diet. While he gives these trends 

some credit for being ‘harmless in themselves’, he condemns the self-help culture because it 

“signifies a retreat from politics and a repudiation of the recent past” (ibid). Tellingly, 



150 
 

members of Generation X are commonly aligned with a system of self-orientation and self-

gratification wherein they chose to live only in the present and seem to be inclined to hold on 

to the unpleasant recent past or any unattractive memories in the past. Along with Nadia, the 

other young characters of SEP (Tim and Victor) display a sense of ahistorism by either 

ridiculing the social and political ideologies of the past, or attempting to eliminate the recent 

personal history. When Nick tries to tell Nadia that he is a convict who is accused of 

attempted murder, Nadia tries to derail the conversation: 

 Nick  You must want to find out. 

 Nadia  No. I don’t want to know anything. 

 Nick  But you’ve got to want to know. You must want to find out… 

 Nadia  I don’t want to find out anything. The past is gone, okay? (p.257) 

Moreover, when Nick meets Tim and Victor at Nadia’s place, he tries to defend his radicalism 

and the anti-hegemonic ideologies of the 1980s. As regards to the condoning attitude of 

Generation Xers towards institutional politics, Nick receives nothing but scorning comments 

on fundamental beliefs of his generation (Generation Jones39): 

 Tim  In nineteen eighty-four you were calling it a plague, weren’t you?40 

 Nick  I don’t know. 

 Tim  Oh I think you were. Yes. Gay plague. (p.268) 

 …41 

Tim We’re all responsible for our own actions, okay? We don’t blame other 

people. That’s very nineteen eighty-four.  

                                                           
39 Generation Jones refers to the generation who are known to have born between the years of 1956 to 1965. This 

group essentially falls between the generational groups knowns as ‘baby boomers’ and ‘generation X’. 
40 Here Tim refers to his HIV while paying tribute to the medical advancement happening in the last fifteen 

years.  
41 Throughout this chapter, the use of an ellipsis indicates an omission in the quoted text from the play 

considered unnecessary for the purposes of analysis. 
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Nick  Alright. 

Tim Because it's not out there any more, alright? You can't look out there 

and blame, blame, blame. And I can imagine what it was like for you. 

Everything blocked, everything weighting you down. Communists, 

apartheid, finger on the nuclear button. It was frightening and you were 

frightened. (p.269) 

Ravenhill, it can be argued, interconnects this generation’s lack of any historical attachment 

with the hegemonic ideas insinuated by a therapy society that requires the individuals to learn 

to leave the past behind. In this dysfunctional system of subsistence whereby we are required 

to rethink, recalculate, readjust, and redefine our daily existence, it indeed seems more logical 

to focus on the present events and leave the past behind. It could be argued that in the 

shallowness and bleakness of the relationships between Nadia, Tim, and Victor, as well as the 

relationships they each have with themselves, Ravenhill tries to display the frailty of the 

prevailing indoctrinated tenets that are gradually replacing the religious, political, and social 

traditions. This frailty is further projected through these characters’ moral complications and 

unawareness when Nadia and Victor have one hour to spend with Tim’s body before it is 

transferred to morgue. Their senseless and fragmented sense of self is not capable of allowing 

them to interact in a functional way even in relation to showing respect for a deceased friend: 

Victor I wish we knew what to do. I think maybe inside us, if we were allowed 

feelings we would know what to do.  

Nadia  I don’t think so. 

Victor Oh yes. Inside us there must be some … something we should do now. 

Get in touch with our feelings. 

Nadia  No. I don’t believe that anymore. 

Victor Maybe it’s fall to our knees, sway, beat our chests. Maybe wash his 

body. Maybe that’s inside us. (p.294) 
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In this dialogue between Victor and Nadia we see references to a helplessness and a lack of 

ability to express feelings which in many ways can be linked to the sense of normlessness that 

many sociologists associate with the onset of risk society. The uncertainty that is imparted on 

late modern individuals can be seen here in the exchange of words between Victor and Nadia 

and as much as each of them are struggling to find an appropriate way of reacting to this 

event. In a sense, what seems to have happened here is that the deindustrialization has broken 

down more traditional norms about even expressing affection and has given rise to precarious, 

non-traditional, and individualistic mentality. As its consequence, when people are confronted 

with something where they must share some kind of collective strength or collective emotion 

its inherently difficult for them to do so as it is exemplified by the exchange of words here. 

Furthermore, what is evident in Nadia and Victor’s interaction with their Friend’s dead body 

is the inherent struggle to ignore and replace the moral norms that define the pre-

individualized society: “Maybe it’s fall to our knees, sway, beat our chests” (p.294). In the 

process of replacing the outdated communal norms with their self-devised reformed norms, 

these two characters are shown to enter that stage of perplexity where they cannot tell right 

from wrong, or real from imaginary as it is conveyed through Nadia’s response to Victor’s 

funerary suggestions: “Maybe you just saw that in a film somewhere. There is nothing for us 

to do” (Ibid). Moreover, Nadia’s reference to ‘film’ as a means by which Victor might have 

created an imaginary social norm, as she assumes, can allude to the idea of some critics of 

self-therapy such as Roof (1999) and Woodhead and Heelas (2000). Emphasizing the link 

between the consumerist culture of late modern society and popular cultural agencies’ agenda 

in popularizing the self-development theories, these critics affirm that this prevailing culture 

“has left traditional religious doctrines open to the choice of each individual hence creating a 

type of ‘spiritual supermarket’ from which each individual can choose” (Rindfleish 2005, p. 
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345). As mentioned earlier, Ravenhill criticises the unprecedented prevalence of consumerism 

that in his view is ruthlessly consuming the late modern individual. In this regard, he also 

critiques the therapy culture of the post-industrialized society that, in Ravenhill’s view, has 

transformed the resisting tendencies of the pre-industrialization selves into escapist ones. The 

escapist selves, therefore, passively consume new social and cultural products to just survive 

through the past and present risks they encounter. While exhibiting his criticism of this culture 

through Nadia, Ravenhill also represents another form of escapism that is embodied in Tim 

and Victor’s creation of an imaginary world. The next section of this chapter looks at these 

two characters’ ‘happy world’ and the opportunities it gives them to escape from their 

disillusionments with dysfunctionalities they witness in the world around them. 

Hedonism: An Escape from Reality 

In a society where living the life of a vagrant and giving credit to ‘vagrant morality’ tends to 

be a more acceptable norm than before, it is not easy for one to retain ‘lifelong projects, 

permanent bonds, eternal alliances, and immutable identities’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001, 

p. 3). Considering Beck’s notion of individualization of the late/second modernity discussed 

in Chapter Four, the socio-economic realities of risk society tends to turn people’s attention 

toward hedonism, egoism and self-orientation. As is generally believed due to the failure of 

the welfare system introduced by New Labour, family cohesion was denigrated in the scheme 

of the new welfare system (Powell 1999). Thereupon, cherishing a fragmented familial 

structure was firstly indoctrinated by the society and state policies as a social norm and 

gradually acknowledged by the individuals as a value. By portraying the state of a society 

sinking in a fragmented world of egomaniacal, yet lost subjects, Ravenhill invites us to 

experience the extent of superficiality of the interactions between the young group of 
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characters he creates. Tim, Nadia, and Victor are unquestionably an explicit picture of their 

generation, ‘Generation X’, ‘generation ecstasy’, and as the title of the play suggests they are 

explicit in every sense, notably at the expression of their hedonistic values.  

In his account of the cultural transformation of subcultures to ‘club culture’ during the 

1990s, Redhead (1997) refers to the post-punk hedonistic culture of sex, drugs, and rock n’ 

roll to ‘a hedonism in hard times’. Correspondingly, the hedonistic mentality of some 

members of ‘generation ecstasy’ who have witnessed the aftermath of economic recession and 

late capitalism during their coming of age42 can be put into Redhead’s theorem of hedonism in 

hard times. For Tim and Victor escaping from the hard realities takes various trajectories, all 

directed towards pleasure-seeking and, although superficial, spiritual self-fulfilment. Their 

first approach in coping with their social disillusionment is to create an illusion of a dream 

world where satisfaction with self comes from the world within the individual. When Nick 

condemns Tim, Nadia and Victor’s tendency to appreciate their detachment, all three of them 

preach the properties of their happy world as if they are merchandising the social ideologies 

of their generation:  

Tim  But we’re happy. 

Nick  Are you? 

Victor  Oh yes, happy. 

Tim  It means we’re content with what we’ve got. 

Nadia  And we are at peace with ourselves. 

Tim  And we take responsibility for ourselves. 

Nadia  And we’re our own people. (p.273) 

                                                           
42 The coming of age of the Generation X is widely considered to fall into this time span: 1984 - 1988 
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This positive, yet ironic, display of the emancipatory quality of the ‘Do it yourself’ identity 

correlates closely with how Giddens (1991) regards the emancipation of the self in choosing a 

lifestyle by virtue of the opportunities that late modern society gives to the individual. 

However, the cynicism illustrated in each of these three characters’ lifespan during the course 

of the play represents failure in pursuing happiness. To defend their lack of attachment, Tim 

uses a contrasting conjunction indicating his knowledge of his generation’s entrapment in a 

form of detachment with themselves and even, as mentioned earlier, with their past. Yet, to 

overcome meaninglessness, detachment, and the perplexity caused by such feelings they share 

a fantasy of something they refer to as ‘happy world’, wherein they are given ‘permission to 

be happy’ but they are not permitted to ‘have feelings’. 

The other form of escapism Tim and Victor take refuge in is a ‘culture of their own’, a 

‘trash culture’ with which they seem to be remodifying their identities. While Nadia and 

Victor are waiting for Tim to bring them some ‘trash food’, Victor confesses to Nadia that he 

regrets not going with the ‘Japanese guy’ who has made an exciting offer some minutes ago. 

Startled by Victor’s senselessness and indifference, Nadia says: 

 Nadia  But Tim brought you here. Tim paid for you to be here. 

Victor Everyone in London gave up on that meaning bullshit years ago, you 

know? And they enjoy their self. I love trash, okay? I like it when 

everything is trash. Trash music, trash food, trash people. I love these 

things. 

Nadia  I don’t think Tim is trash. 

Victor Oh yes, he told me. His home page: ‘I’m one hundred per cent pure 

trash’ (p.241) 

In risk society driven by rules of late-capitalism where consumerist values govern human 

interactions, where “people are reduced to objects” (Hedges 2009, p. 183), traditional criteria 
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for personality evaluations are annihilated, moral values are “declined into hedonism and 

giddy, communal madness” (Ibid).  The ‘do it yourself’ trash culture, identified by love for 

trash music, act like trash, be around people who ‘go crazy’ for Victor’s body because he has 

a ‘fucking fantastic body’ (p.239), is replacing the higher values that used to define the pre-

risk society, while also giving the exemplary young characters of SEP a new social identity, 

however imaginary.  

Provided “good morality” is being replaced by fun morality in the world of hedonism 

(Bell 1996), family, friendship, the accompanied affections and then the responsibilities 

followed by the emotional bonds, consequently, suffer the loss of any importance. Nadia 

continues to reject Tim’s trash qualities when talking to Victor, dashing Victor’s hopes for 

being the sex slave of someone who is not able to accompany him in pursuing a new identity: 

Tim  Just when I’ve met someone. Just when I’m having some fun at last. 

Nadia  I just wanted him to understand / that you have feelings. 

Tim  There’s nothing to understand. 

Victor  I’m going. 

Tim  No. 

Nadia  That you feel something. 

Tim  No I don’t. I don’t feel anything, alright? 

Nadia But you do. I know you do / and I know you want someone in your life 

because you’ve got this need … 

Tim  Don’t you tell me. I want to have fun. (p.243) 

Being promised a joyfully emotionless lifestyle, devoid of any pretence of sophistication, 

Victor stays with Tim to learn that he is ill and needs to be taken care of. Hence, Tim rejects 

any form of attention and care coming from his flat mates as he believes in the illustration he 

has sketched of a ‘happy world’ in which he needs not to worry about struggling with HIV 
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due to the scientific advances. Therefore, in his view humans are blessed to be living in the 

era of post-industrialization, because: ‘Now these are something you won’t have seen in 

nineteen eighty-four. These are new… In nineteen eighty-four I would have been dead in six 

months. Whereas now… I can spin it out for years and years’ (p.268). In light of this bliss, 

they can now bury their worries in “hippy hedonism, expressed in the slogans such as ‘Sex ’n’ 

drugs ’n’ rock ’n’ roll’ (Sabin 1999, p. 101). As Tim indicates, Victor tends to take pleasure in 

being on drugs and dancing mindlessly, “I told you, a bit of whizz43 and he keeps going for 

three days” (p.267). Their hedonistic attitude is also displayed to be an ultimate response to 

any sort of unpleasant incident that happens to them, incidents that commonly require 

contemplation on possible reactions to the incident. In these occasions, their escapist solution 

to confront or better to say evade any undesirable feeling is to spend some time in the club 

where Victor works. For instance, Nick, for the second time, sees Nadia beaten and bruised 

heavily by her boyfriend, an incident that has become a recurrent unpleasant predicament. 

Inherently Nick starts preaching about his radical ‘fight back’ philosophy. The habitant of the 

happy world’s reaction, on the other hand, contradicts any active engagement with the source 

of the problem: 

Nadia Let’s go out. Come on, everybody, let’s go out. Is Victor working 

tonight? 

Victor  Oh yes. 

Nadia Victor’s working in a club. He gyrates around in a cage and he’s totally 

wild. Aren’t you Victor? And sometimes he takes his shorts off and 

everyone goes crazy. 

Victor  I’ve a got fantastic cock. 

…  

                                                           
43 Here, whizz, as a slang expression, stands for amphetamine. 
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Nick But I can’t do it. I can’t look at you. I can’t look at the bruises while he 

gyrates. 

… 

Nadia I don’t want you to think about me. I don’t want you to worry about 

me. 

Nick  But I can’t help it. 

Nadia  I think Nick needs an E. 

Victor  Yes. Much better than socialism. (p.274-5) 

In addition to the typical response of the representatives of Generation X to predicaments, this 

conversation engages us with the rhetoric of trash culture exercised by these young characters. 

Trash culture here alludes to a culture, seemingly boosted by the predomination of a rhetoric 

of consumerism, that authorizes a counter-hegemonic resistance towards any form of high 

culture that has the potency to represent the brutal reality of the existing world. Therefore, by 

means of drug consumption, music, dance, and sexual banality, “youths elevate the finite to 

the imaginary infinite, suggesting their aspiration to a world freer and less oppressive than the 

one they experience” (Bar-Haim 1990, p. 293).  

Besides benefiting from the escapist properties of indulging in joyous activities, Tim 

and Victor, as mentioned earlier, are arguably involved in a modification process of re-

appropriating a ‘self’ that’s capable of disregarding the disagreeable circumstances of their 

social as well as personal life. As representatives of a generation who favours ‘trash 

products’, so to speak, Victor, and to an extent Tim as well, demonstrate how they become 

‘do-it-yourself producers’ of their own life, following the rules of their own world. Therefore, 

we can argue that Victor and Tim have their own method of improvising the ‘ethics of 

individual self-fulfilment’ in the runaway world described by Beck (1992) and Giddens 

(1991). In his ‘sociopathic-temporal’ and ‘bodily-emotional’ account of the experience of 

clubbing, Malbon (1999, p. 128) suggests, among other things, that the individuals involved 
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in this form of cultural practice are also engaged with the interplay of self-identification : “It 

seems that the experiencing of ecstatic sensations can actually be about an extraordinary and, 

for many, unparalleled and extremely precious experience of their own identity”. 

Accordingly, Malbon’s hypothesis is applicable to Tim, Victor, and Nadia’s appreciation of 

the altered state of perception accompanied by the ecstatic clubbing. While letting go of all 

their sorrowful moments, they each gain a distant identity that helps conceal Tim’s illness, 

Victor’s psychological problems, and Nadia’s hopeless longing to find a partner. Regardless 

of the temporal pleasure the characters get from these hedonistic measures, Ravenhill suggests 

that generation ecstasy’s innovative adventures fail in reaching any permanent happiness. Tim 

comes to a state of self-realization wherein he refutes taking the very medication he is proud 

of having access to. He seems to be displaying a kind of exhaustion and hopelessness in the 

emancipation he has gained in the course of individualization, an exhaustion caused by 

infinite solitude, undefined attachments, and pointless struggles to live a life of pointlessness:  

Tim I hate it. I hate being well. I can’t do it. I don’t want to hear all that 

stuff we keep telling ourselves. I’m happy, you’re happy. We’re okay. I 

don’t want to hear it. (p.285) 

Tim’s rejection of ethos of ‘happy world’ can suggest that his generation are caught in 

the process of ‘experimental morality’, as Giddens (1992) refers to post-industrialization’s 

morality, wherein the individual, detached from the traditional, commonly-standard moral 

codes, attempts at linking together factors that seemed irrelevant previously. In this respect, 

Tim’s paradoxical decisions, we can argue, originate from the perplexity of identity and 

values. From the outset, he assertively displays a commitment to the world he has created 

with all the self-defined values. Later, he suddenly realises the depth of the absurdity 

dominating his emotional and sexual life which leaves him uncertain and perplexed about his 

decision to shelter in his ‘happy world’. On the other hand, his final rejection of the man-



160 
 

made means of survival, can also be interpreted into another demonstration of emancipation 

and autonomy over one’s own life, or better into ‘one’s own death’. Moreover, his harsh 

criticism of the conspiracy over humans’ control over their bodies by the assistance of 

scientific developments, aligned with his disappointment with the exhausting curing process, 

is illustrative of the complexities accompanying late modern, ambiguous human satisfactions 

with scientific advancements. Similarly, Victor and Nadia show intense paradoxes in their 

reaction to their friend’s death. In the beginning, Victor insistently begs Tim to take the pills 

and not leave him alone, later Victor claims that “I’m not going to be alone. I find someone. 

Someone healthy. Someone who wants to leave” (p.296). In his final farewell with Tim’s 

dead body44, Victor demonstrates how his pleasure-seeking mannerisms had failed him while 

his ultimate need has been to love someone and be loved by someone: 

Victor Fuck. I love you. Please say you love me. I don’t care whether it’s true 

or not. I don’t care whether you are lying to me. Please. I just want you 

to say it. (p.296) 

What is more evident in the contradictory beliefs of the representatives of Generation X on 

sexual and emotional interaction with others, is the demonstration of social as well as personal 

aimlessness and precariousness of this generation. By aligning the two generations exhibited 

in SEP, Ravenhill compares the uncertainty and precarity inherent in Generation Xer to the 

ideologically more determined Generation Jones who are portrayed by Nick and Helen’s 

characters. The next section looks at the escapist approach of the latter generation which 

represents an entirely dissimilar mentality by virtue of their political background. 

                                                           
44 In the farewell scene, Ravenhill uses a surrealistic technique where Victor seems to be talking to the dead Tim, 

while Nadia is not able to hear Tim. 
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Survival Attempts: An Escape from the Past into an Uncertain 

Future 

Helen But you don't know what it’s been like. All the time you were away. 

Well, far as I can see, prison must have been fucking heaven compared 

to what it’s been like out here. 

Nick  You reckon? 

Helen Yes I do. Stuff we’ve seen. Communities disappear. Greed and fear 

everywhere. Start off with a society and end up with individuals 

fighting it out. Fucking terrible. (p.280) 

Contrasting the hedonistic choice of the younger characters in the play in coping with the 

perplexities wrought by ‘de-traditionalized’ late modern life, the older characters adopt a 

more realistic habitude that is mainly derived from their generational worldview, apparently 

broadened during their coming of age, suggesting their attempt at adaptation rather than 

evasion. In the pre-risk society, the community and its predicaments mattered for each 

member of that particular micro-society, wherein the entire members of the community shared 

a common belief or interest (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001; Furedi 2005). Whereas, in the 

society formed by lack of attachments and commitment to anything, where the self is valued 

over the community, where atomized individuals need to self-sufficiently minimize the scope 

of their concerns, someone like Helen, with political determinations, realizes that the ‘big 

picture’ needs to be replaced. There upon, the larger goals are misplaced by small-scale issues 

that scarcely concern anyone but the self. In this respect, for the previously radical and 

politically passionate Helen the era of ‘generalization’ and ‘projection’45 is passed and she, 

                                                           
45 Throughout the play, the idealistic activism and leftist radicalism of the late-1970s and early-1980 are 

condemned by Helen, Nadia, Tim and Victor. The core argument in this regard is that prior to the defeat of the 

unions by the Tory government following Minor’s strike, leftist politics was dominated by ‘generalization’ of 

social malaise and class inequalities while projecting (blame shifting) only the political parties and their 

decisions for the socio-economic problems. 
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analogous to the younger characters, advises Nick to examine the reasons for social and 

personal plights with a more inward-looking approach: 

Nick  I want to learn … I want to understand how the world works now. 

Helen  Don’t ask me. You start with the little stuff … Okay? 

Nick  Alright 

Helen Bit by bit, you do what you can and you don’t look for the bigger 

picture, you don’t generalise. (p.236) 

As is suggested by Helen’s comments throughout the play, Nick and Helen’s politically 

radical ideologies during late 1970s and early 1980s were largely fixated on the big issues 

while their socialist mindset strongly condemned wealthy members of their communities, 

such as Jonathan. Nevertheless, during the time Nick was in prison, Helen has seen significant 

changes in the underpinning economic structure which has apparently taken her into a process 

of ideological re-appropriation. Given this requisite modification, it is arguable that Helen, in 

order to escape from the regressive anti-capitalist values, has chosen to engross herself into 

short-term, smaller aims that, needless to say, works more in favour of the predominant 

capitalist norms. For instance, very surprisingly for Nick, she insists that the old habits of 

revolting, rioting, blaming and generalizing were only outcomes of their youthful energies, 

wondering: “tell me one concrete thing we ever did. Go on, Nick” (p.238). Imprecating their 

past leftist activism, which she now perceives as useless forms of resistance, Helen is 

convinced that by operating inconsiderable, yet effective, actions that she does in the city 

council such as rescheduling bus timetables, she is able to help people more pragmatically: 

Nick  It’s a bit petty, isn’t it? 

Helen To you. Maybe to you. But if you’re stuck on some shitty estate and the 

only way to get out, the only way to get to the shops is a bus / and the 

moment there is no bus, then no it’s actually very important actually. 

Nick  Go to the shops? Go to the shops? 
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Helen We’re actually making people’s lives better. What did you ever do 

Nick? What did we ever do? Sure talk, talk, talk, march, march, protest. 

Ban this, overthrow that, but what did we ever do?   

Nick And what about the big targets? Why are there shitty estates? Why are 

they there in the first place? You should be going to the big targets.  

Helen Oh yes. Come the revolution, down they come. But while we’re 

waiting … 

Nick Let’s fiddle with the fucking bus time tables. So fucking petty. (p.237-

8) 

Although Helen is shown to be satisfied with the small changes she accomplishes in her role 

in the government, Ravenhill presents a different side to the argument by ironically alluding 

to ‘getting to the shops’ as an ‘actually very important’ matter. Considering Nick’s comment 

on Helen’s occupation ‘it’s a bit petty’, Ravenhill, clearly, represents his objection to the 

consumerist culture of the late modern societies. By collocating the ‘big targets’ that Nick has 

in mind, with the banality of consumerist morality that values ‘getting to the shops’ over other 

big and important issues, Ravenhill questions both the social and political mentality of self-

indulgent individuals that are shown to be entangled in the minimality of public life in late 

modernity. While Helen reprimands Nick of avoiding for aiming for the ‘bigger picture’ with 

which he might be able to identify some of the lost values of the earlier decades, she 

unrelentingly, oftentimes selfishly, directs her focus only on her personal ‘bigger target’, to 

become an MP. In other words, the communal significant objectives are minimized into 

personal, atomized intentions along with the minimization of the post-industrial self (Bell 

1996; Lasch 1984). Throughout the play, Helen displays extensive effort to leave behind the 

‘stupid’ past in order to come to terms with the more complicated socio-economic norms of 

the present and the existing hypocrisy in humanity’s response to these complications. 

However, by the end of the play she demonstrates a profound dissatisfaction with the 

everyday undetermined struggles to engross herself in minimal, vague targets and the 
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uncertain future ahead of her. In terms of the various escapist methods discussed thus far, 

Helen’s disillusionment with what she has become suggests Ravenhill’s view on the survival 

approach Helen has taken which is to adjust to the socio-political changes. In this respect, 

Ravenhill illustrates that Helen’s gradual realization of her silent and obscure entrapment in 

the capitalist system has again failed to conceal her inherent desire to riot and demand socio-

political change as she acknowledges to Nick that “this is all wrong. I want to change 

everything” (p.314). 

Notwithstanding the other characters’ self-oriented mentality, Nick’s journey in 

sustaining his grounded ‘socialist’ viewpoints are regarded as ‘unsuitable’ and ‘stupid’ by 

Helen and ‘very weak’, ‘very bitter’ and ‘very nineteen eighty-four’ by Tim and Victor. As a 

newcomer to this desensitized, fragmented world, everyone needs to remind Nick that he 

needs to learn that ‘everything is changed now’ and to survive he must master living a life of 

his own. Nick tries to comprehend the personalized, detached world of the young people who 

seem very alien to him because of their worldview: 

Nick I look at you. You look at me and see bitter and ugly, alright then, but I 

look at you and I see … what is this? What are you? Nothing’s 

connected, you’re not connected with anything and you’re not fighting 

anything. (p.237) 

While believing that people need to ‘fight back’ and let the angst handle the ubiquitous 

disagreeable circumstances, Nick is the only representative of pre-neo-liberal Britain who 

exists to generate a form of balance between the escapist strategies. His resistance to 

accepting the ‘inevitable products of democratic evolution’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 2001, 

p. 161) happening during his absence is accompanied by his inquisitive nature that oftentimes 

asks for alternative solutions. By the end of the play Nick comes to the realization that he 

needs to listen to others and change for the better. He symbolically takes a shower and gets 
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changed at the place of the person, Jonathan, he attacked fifteen years ago and for which he 

was imprisoned. Jonathan gives him an ironic advice that: 

Nick  There’s nothing better? 

Jonathan Maybe in a thousand years but for now … 

Nick  It’s the best we’ve got. 

Jonathan Exactly. So, you can spend your time like Helen. Rush around, regulate 

a bit. Soften the blow for a few losers. All very necessary. Important 

work. Absolutely. But rather dull. I think it’s made Helen rather … 

Nick  Dull. Yeah. 

Jonathan Or you can say hey-ho – this is the way things are. So let’s get in there 

and make the most of it. How about that shower? 

Nick  Alright. Thanks. 

Exit Jonathan. Nick starts to undress. Sounds of shower starting. Enter Jonathan with 

towel. 

Jonathan Warming up nicely. New clothes and you’ll feel much better. (p.311, 

312) 

By ending Nick’s political dilemma with this conversation between two political rivals, it 

could be argued, Ravenhill suggests that for one to survive in the neoliberal climate, one 

needs to look after oneself, the very ideology that shapes the socio-political structure of the 

1990s. However, regardless of Nick’s acceptance of the remodified social interactions and 

political attitude of the individuals he encounters, by the end of the play other characters seem 

to be aspiring to the very tendency they initially condemned in Nick. For instance, Nadia, Tim 

and Victor who consider that Nick belongs to the cult of ‘obsessive people’ (p.266) for 

wanting to take care of Nadia, realize that only “love could save us all” (p.299). When Tim 

met Nick for the first time, he scornfully traced the anger inherent in Nick’s generation back 

to the mental pressures imposed upon them by apartheid and communists. Later, his 
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disenchantment with trends such as clubbing, taking drugs, and enjoying trash music results in 

his plea for the political certainties of the eighties: “I want communists and apartheid. I want 

the finger on the nuclear trigger. I want the gay plague” (p.288).  Helen, unsatisfied with her 

recent life choices, finally lets Nick stay with her, despite her initial disapproving manners 

towards him. Here, Ravenhill’s ultimate and rather nostalgic (in terms of a return to idealistic 

angry activism) comments are demonstrated through Helen asking Nick: 

 Helen  But you … I want you to be angry. 

 Nick  I can’t do that anymore. 

 Helen  Nobody does that anymore. I miss that.  

 Nick  I can’t be your memory. 

 Helen  I want to make you into what you used to be. 

 Nick  That’s going to be difficult. 

 Helen  Well I’m going to have a fucking good try. (Ibid) 

The retrospective demands expressed by Helen, Tim, and even Victor and Nadia, are intended 

by Ravenhill to redirect us to the possible root of post-industrial individual’s disenchantment 

with his/her social and personal status. Ravenhill, we could argue, suggests maybe social 

beings need “to be angry again”, “to get in touch with their feelings”, and “to know who I am 

and where I stand” as Tim (p.288) desperately asserts; if they take this into consideration, they 

can have the chance to discover a more effective approach to both comprehend where the 

post-industrialized society in heading and how they can re-modify a self that is more capable 

of fully responding to the socio-economic changes ahead.  

Conclusion 
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Although, as noted earlier in Chapter Four, IYF plays were criticised for not containing any 

‘redeeming features’, a more sociologically grounded analysis of an exemplary play such as 

SEP reveals the playwright’s interpretations of the socio-economic and cultural 

disenchantments while offering solutions in their own terms. Here, it is arguable that 

Ravenhill blends the existing identity crisis as well as the Generation X’s tendency to dismiss 

ideology-based politics with the anti-hegemonic radical activism of Generation Jones to 

suggest the society’s need for a reformation based on the retrospective socio-political 

experiences of the later generation. He condemns the idea of temporarily and superficially 

curing the ‘fragile identity’ (Furedi 2004) of the risk society by either therapy culture on the 

one hand or club culture on the other. To engross oneself in everyday devastating struggles of 

late modern society either to cope with the social changes or comply with undesirable 

circumstances of post-industrial life is also rejected by Ravenhill or we can say displayed as 

ineffective by Helen’s quest for getting in touch with her radical, angry self of the 1980s. 

Nick’s hunger to become proficient in playing by the rules of the new socio-cultural norms 

while eventually being asked by other characters to sustain some of the properties of his 

antecedent self, overtly suggests Ravenhill’s solution for the socio-political dislocation of the 

late modern self. In other words, we can conclude that, in Ravenhill’s view, society needs to 

acknowledge the structural dismantlement of some social values and welcome the newly 

established codes with an open, yet critical, mind to be able to cure the worldwide social 

malaise in a practical way. Moreover, Ravenhill also presents the idea that despite youth’s 

discontent with their social exclusion, curtaining of collective forms of life, uncertain future 

ahead of them, the socio-economic dis-functionalities they are exposed to, and the 

fragmentation imposed upon them, it might be better to consider embracing these changes as 

part of the inevitable, yet desirable process of democratic evolution. Given the multiple 
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quandaries entangling individuals, Ravenhill’s suggested solution is to get in touch with our 

past, wherein many individuals were inclined to be more politically determined, socially 

integrated, and displayed a larger level of self-determinacy, the qualities that are represented 

in Nick, SEP’s most omnipresent character.   
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Chapter Seven 

 

Fears from the East End: Representations of 

the Culture of Fear in Serving It Up 

 

 

 

Introduction 

While the deindustrialization process of the post-war era affected different parts of England, 

one particular borough, the East End of London, became the playground of the most evident 

form of economic shifts and class-based conflicts due to the industrial and multicultural 

history of the region (Newland 2008). David Eldridge’s Serving It Up (SIU) is interestingly a 

representation of certain dysfunctionalities in the deindustrialized East End of London, 

focusing on the social and personal disillusionments and fears of a working-class skinhead, 

his family, and his friends. The combination of socio-economic, political, cultural, and more 

significantly subcultural dilemmas of the residents of this economically vibrant region, in SIU 

takes us a step away from the more preserved personal dilemmas exemplified in the previous 

chapter’s discussion of hedonistic attitude of self-indulgent young individuals, contemporary 
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to IYF playwrights. As argued in Chapter Three, during the global economic shifts of the post-

industrial era the notion of risk started to appear in a more social context, thus taking the 

psychological impacts attributed to the concept of risk beyond commonly known risks such as 

nuclear weapons, bombs, or the risks associated with driving a car or traveling in an airplane. 

In Chapter Three, it was also discussed that fear is not, anymore, limited to the risky events 

and actions generally known to threaten humans. While this chapter borrows its thematic 

approach from Furedi’s (1997) theoretical framework, the culture of fear detailed in the book 

of the same name, the sense of fear and anxiety discussed in the following analysis refers to 

how an exemplary member of a certain subculture, residents of a particular region, and in a 

broader sense, a society makes sense of social risks threatening them and define the anxiety 

and fears accompanied by those risks. In this respect, the chapter firstly examines the anxiety 

of Sonny, the main character in SIU, who is a local member of skinhead faction. This is 

achieved by studying the interactions Sonny has with various members of his community and 

neighbourhood, including: members of local ethnic minority groups, his friends, and his own 

parents. Following Sonny’s concerns, the fears of other characters are traced to suggest in 

what other dimensions the playwright has displayed the personal and social concerns of both 

Sonny’s parents and friends.  

Background 

The East End of London has always been recognized in light of its massive population of 

large working-class families with tendencies to grow tight familial bonds to the extent that the 

residents of the area tend to rely very much on the other members of their families to help in 

raising children or cope with socio-economic struggles (Mumford & Power 2004; Willmott & 

Young 1962). In eastern boroughs of London one of the properties that remained intact during 
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the war years and was not dismantled in the following decade was kinship, keeping mutual 

support and traditional familial values alive at an unprecedented level, in comparison to other 

inner-city neighbourhoods46, mainly due to the domination of working-class beliefs and values 

of the residents of the East End. During the post-war decade, the majority of the population of 

the East End consisted of uneducated UK/Irish born residents, sustaining a low socio-

economic stance. From that point on, however, the demographic composition of the East End 

started to shift dramatically with the wave of African-Caribbean immigrants as well as the 

increasing influx of people from the Indian subcontinents to the area in search of better 

prospects. A critical drawcard attracting new migrant families to the East End was the 

Docklands47, which is known to have changed the industrial landscape of the area since mid-

17th century, making the area one of the central regions for off-shore transportation as well as 

industrial developments. In the immediate post-war period, as Marriott (2011, p. 343) 

indicates, the docks experienced “something of a resurgence, with the port handling record 

tonnages of goods and accommodating record levels of shipping”. However, as a cumulative 

effect of various reasons such as the advent of deindustrialization and more importantly the 

incompatibility of traditional industrial trends of the docks with the advancements in the 

shipping industry, the docks were gradually closed from mid-1960s to the late-1980s. 

Although the over-population of the East End with immigrants brought with it hard times of 

unemployment and economic struggle for the residents, the complete closure of the docks, 

gasworks and factories during this time exacerbated the already existing job crisis and 

                                                           
46 In Family and Kinship in East London, Young and Willmott (1962) sketched out a precise pattern of East 

Ender’s relationships and kinship during the 1950s. Their research points out the significance of familial bonds 

as well as the importance of neighbourhood in sustaining traditional values and bonds in Eastern boroughs of 

London. 

47 The most renowned industrial characteristic of the area was the docks for about three centuries, maintaining 

labour employment in a high level for the residents throughout this period. 
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consequently “jobs fell by a further 30% between 1992 and 1995 during the long recession” 

(Mumford & Power 2004, p. 26). As one of the results of shifts in employment patterns, the 

traditional family started to dissolve with the increasing sense of shame among the male 

population who had been unrelentingly the centre of the family. Moreover, as Marriott (2011, 

p. 343) asserts: “It was not merely that jobs went, and communities were dismantled; the 

myths of dockland culture which had been created and sustained from one generation to 

another now existed only in memory”. On top of the work crisis, there were the ‘regeneration’ 

plans supported by the state for the area that forced many families to leave their houses for 

good to be demolished, bringing a massive unwanted change for established, extended 

families who did not know any other world but Dockland, Hackney, Newham and Hamlets 

(Worth 2002). The regeneration programs were introduced to the area with the promise that 

not only would they include modernized living opportunities for the residents, but would also 

create jobs for the recently unemployed workers. However, to the working-class residents’ 

disappointment, both the housing plans and the labour projects failed as they only benefitted 

the middle-class residents while the labour market offered only low-paid and low-quality jobs 

to the unemployed working-class people: 

Statistics, at best incomplete, suggest that between 1981 and 1994 the numbers 

employed in banking, finance, insurance and business services increased from 1,500 to 

over 20,000; few of these jobs went to local people ... Despite these increases, 

unemployment levels were higher than in the period before redevelopment, in large 

part because redevelopment had done little to improve the prospects of the long-term 

unemployed created by closure of the docks and local manufacturing. (Marriott 2011, 

p. 350) 
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 Meanwhile, the ongoing immigration to the area had started to surge during the same years 

that docklands were closing down and the redevelopments started to gentrify the area, 

attracting more people, resulting in what is commonly known as ‘planning blight’. In defining 

the concept of ‘planning blight’ happening in 1980s, Cohen (1997, p. 50) indicates “certain 

areas underwent a re-population as they were rapidly colonized by a large influx of West 

Indians and Pakistanis”. Following the redevelopment procedures, Cohen continues, the 

housing prices inevitably rise, while the rentals become cheaper and cheaper, and evidently 

more affordable for working-class income. In these circumstances, the poor maintenance of 

houses result in further dilapidated properties and consequently “immigrant families with low 

incomes, excluded from council housing, naturally gravitate to these areas to penetrate the 

local economy” (ibid, p.51). In the case of the East End, the local families were witnessing the 

structural decline of their household as well as their neighbourhood, as a result settled 

communities, among other things, felt challenged in terms of their sense of place48. 

The eastern boroughs of London that during the 1950s and 1960s had been recognized 

as one of the birth places for working-class youth cultures such as skinheads and mods 

(Cohen 1997; Hall & Jefferson 2006; Hebdige 1979; Mungham & Pearson 1976), once again 

witnessed the revival of such subcultures during late 1970s and 1980s with different agendas 

than their predecessors. Given the variable unpleasant circumstances of life in the East End of 

London, SIU pictures the state of affairs of an East Ender family while its focal character is a 

troubled skinhead. Although according to some commentators (see, for example, Bryan 2006; 

Middeke, Schnierer & Sierz 2011; Sierz 2001) the overarching theme of the play is infidelity, 

as represented in the consequences of the unethical interaction between Sonny and Nick, 

                                                           
48 For a more underpinning analysis of the structural changes happening during the decades following the second 

world war in the East End of London see: Cohen, P., 1997. Rethinking the Youth Question, London: Macmillan 

Press (chapter two). 
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another of the play’s key characters, this chapter argues SIU encompasses more profound 

traits associated with working-class values and identity. Furthermore, what has remained 

untouched in other analytical accounts of SIU is the sociological representation of underlying 

fears that has arguably constructed the ideological structure of the 1990s residents of the East 

End, both the older generation and the youth of the district. Therefore, after presenting a brief 

account of the playwright and a plot summary of the play, I draw on the implicit fears 

represented in SIU through Sonny, an East Ender skinhead, as well as his family members and 

friends who, as noted earlier, portray fears of different natures. 

David Eldridge (1973-) 

A graduate from Exeter drama school, David Eldridge was brought up in a working-class 

family where he had to undertake a casual job from the age of thirteen in an East End shoe 

market. Quite different from the life experience of other writers of IYF, Eldridge had a more 

complicated teenage life, which he repeatedly calls a double life, due to going to a private 

school during the day, due to his receipt of a scholarship, and living in a working-class family 

where he had to earn his own pocket money. He recalls this experience as a ‘wonderful gift 

for a writer’ yet a ‘bit weird’ for a teenager of his era. Having to grapple with the tough years 

of economic drought during the 1980s, he was very concerned with the harsh socio-economic 

circumstances his generation had been through. Studying to become a theatre director, he 

decided that he wanted to become one of the voices of his generation: 

… but while I was studying I realized how much angry I was about the things 

happening at the end of the Thatcher years, and I felt very strongly I wasn’t seeing 

any theatre that was about the experience we had. I was very, very angry by that. It 
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was kind of unfair that the voice of people being affected by those years of recession 

was not in the theatre49.  

Eldridge was twenty-two years of age when his debut, SIU, was staged in the Bush theatre. As 

an angry young student, he expressed the uncertainties, fear of social displacement, and 

bewilderment of families living in more crowded, immigrant-dominated, lower-working class 

locales around London, such as his hometown Romford, a historical market town in Essex 

County, and specifically the East End of London. Accordingly, the East End had become a 

relevant setting for other IYF writers too50, due to its cultural significance and history of class-

conflict. 

Similar to the works of other IYF playwrights, Eldridge’s plays were vilified for 

revolving around single-issue topics and are oftentimes criticized for contributing to 

extremely personal and small-scale issues. These sorts of comments, as noted in Chapter 

Four, originate in comparing IYF plays to direct-political state-of-the-nation plays such as 

Howard Brenton’s Churchill Play (1974) and David Edgar’s The Shape of the Table (1990). 

In opposition to these criticisms, a closer analysis of the characters and the society portrayed 

in SIU, and IYF works in general, can indicate a strong resonance to the aftermath of 

Thatcher’s notorious dismissal of society as a meaningful concept (Green 2006). Unlike 

Ravenhill, Kane, and Neilson, Eldridge (and Ridley, whose plays are also set in east London) 

plays around concepts of race, racism, and xenophobia by introducing belligerent characters 

who have a tendency to hold hatred towards any human being who, the characters believe, has 

                                                           
49 Taken from Eldridge’s interview with Dominic Cavendish in 2004 titled ‘David Eldridge on his career’. The 

recording is available in http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/david-eldrdge-on-his-career/  
50 Also set in East London and the East End of London are the following plays: 

David Eldridge: Serving It Up (1996), Summer Begins (1997), Under the Blue Sky (2000), and Market Boy 

(2001); Philip Ridley: The Pitchfork Disney (1991), The Fastest Clock in the Universe (1992), Ghost from a 

Perfect Place (1994). 



176 
 

ostensibly caused them misfortunes. In these sorts of conflicts, he specifically emphasizes the 

social stance of the ordinary, uneducated individuals who are affected by the political 

misconduct of the government and the growing social and global instabilities and yet 

condemn the vulnerable immigrant population. By illustrating these real-life conflicts that 

have predominantly occupied the minds of working-class populated areas of London, 

Eldridge relentlessly criticizes the world around the inward-looking, self-oriented, 

economically disadvantaged individuals, who usually, by the end of the play, fail to reconcile 

with the dynamics of a changed society. 

 Eldridge’s later plays are focused on the issues concerning the working-class 

population of London and Essex to a very large extent. A Week with Tony (1996) which was 

written before SIU was produced, follows the life of a self-indulgent middle-aged Tory 

advocate who is unable to cope with the unstable economy and the aftermath of late-capitalist 

insecurities, the kind of economic crisis that is shown to have affected every social strand, 

even a middle-class computer sales representative. Although, he shifted from class conflict to 

broader social struggles with Under the Blue Sky (2000) and M.A.D (2004), his widely 

acknowledged, autobiographical hit, The Market Boy (2006), illustrated his continuing 

conviction to write plays that dealt with the pithier issues of socio-economic dislocation in the 

Thatcherite and post-Thatcherite era.  

Serving It Up Plot Summary 

Eldridge’s first full length play, SIU51 is set in the bleak neighbourhood and run-down pubs of 

the East End of London, focusing its plot on the unreflective life of a belligerent, sociopathic 

                                                           
51 The playwright defines the meaning of the play as follows: 

‘Serving Up’ is a slang term for drug dealing in parts of East London (Eldridge, 1996, p. 2) 
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skinhead, Sonny. Identifying his beliefs and future with the underlying ethical and social 

properties of his family, Sonny resembles a typical self-indulgent, young, white East Ender 

who is suffused with unsettling hatred toward foreigners. He earns some money from stealing, 

selling drugs and ‘Es’ while condemning his best friends and schoolmates for seeking or 

having proper jobs. As the story develops we learn that Sonny has inherited his indolence and 

sociopathic tendencies from his racist, slothful, improvident father, Charlie, who has a history 

of taking trivial daily jobs while spending most of his time in his favourite pub, ‘Dogs’. Val, 

Sonny’s mother, disillusioned with her achievements in life, keeps entreating her husband and 

oftentimes her son to have a bit of the ‘Victoria Sponge’ cake she buys from the supermarkets 

(the very kind of cake she used to bake at home). Tired of not having Charlie around in either 

happy times nor grieving moments, she has developed a habit of becoming sexually involved 

with Sonny’s friends. Normally under the influence of cannabis, Sonny spends most of his 

time with his best friend, Nick who is, oftentimes, in stark contrast with Sonny as he reads 

books, watches science shows on television and wants to earn some money through doing 

some ‘descent job’. Nick usually finds shelter in Sonny’s home from his own violence-driven 

household, and at the same time he becomes an object of Val’s fascination, both sexually and 

spiritually.  

In addition to the four main characters, Sonny, Nick, Val, and Charlie, we see the 

circumstances governing the East End through the eyes of two young female characters who 

do not approve of Sonny’s truculent demeanour. Throughout the play, Sonny’s effort to 

impress one of these girls takes us into a further scope of Sonny’s ideologies as a skinhead, 

which will be discussed in more detail in the following section. The play, we can argue, 

becomes a platform for two divergent attitudes towards the social and economic predicaments 

exhibited by two best friends raised together within the same socio-economic circumstances, 
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as if the playwright raises the question of how differently people from his socio-economic 

standing can grapple with challenges social and personal life puts before them. From Sonny 

and Charlie’s perspective overt indignation, intentional indolence and committing various 

crimes are supposedly compensating their socially damaged and deflated egos, as Sonny ends 

up stabbing a drifter from his neighbourhood to death and disfiguring his very best friend 

Nick. On the other hand, we are being exposed to Nick and Ryan’s (Sonny’s other childhood 

friend) inquisitive and prospective attitudes, leading them to seek prosperity out of the 

conventional norms ruling the working-class stratum of the East End (this will be discussed in 

detail later). 

A Skinhead’s Fear 

As a skinhead, Sonny is a representative of a broader working-class skinhead subculture that 

originated in the socio-economic conditions of the late 1960s (Hall & Jefferson 2006) and 

continued to coexist with other various subcultures such as punk, mod, reggae, and teddy boys 

in the following decades, despite exhibiting vast structure changes in their style and form. 

Prior to addressing the fundamental changes in the subcultural ideology of skinheads, it is 

useful to briefly look at the academic accounts on the origins of the subculture. As the report 

on youth culture from Birmingham Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies (ibid) suggest, 

the skinhead subculture originates from the ‘hard mod’ style of the 1960s which partly 

emerged from the worsening of the lower working-class conditions and partly from youth’s 

sense of exclusion from the wider range of youth subculture. Therefore, in Clark’s opinion (in 

Hall & Jefferson 2006, p. 80) the skinhead style is “an attempt to recreate through the ‘mob’ 

the traditional working class community, as a substitution for real decline of the latter”. 

Moreover, according to Hebdige (1979, p.55) during the 1960s, mod started to experience a 
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break down into various fractions, a group of which “began to turn away from the fancy 

arabesques of acid rock to champion ska, rocksteady and reggae” and by the end of 1960s this 

group constituted the original skinheads. While emphasizing the working-class masculine 

toughness and aggressiveness of the subculture, Cohen (1997, p. 58)52 also accentuates other 

important elements such as the roots of the subculture in black Jamaican culture as well as the 

lumpen attitude expressed in skinhead views towards their parent culture:  

Their life-style, in fact, represents a systematic inversion of the mods - whereas the 

mods explored the upwardly mobile option, the skinheads explored the lumpen… the 

introduction of reggae (the protest music of the West Indian poor) and the ‘uniform’ 

signified a reaction against the contamination of the parent culture by middle-class 

values and a reassertion of the integral values of working-class culture through its 

most recessive traits - its puritanism and chauvinism. 

Similar to the division of the mods during the 1960s, the skinhead movement also went 

through a metamorphosis process where in some factions of the subculture became more 

engaged with ultra-violent forms of social behaviour and the subculture is believed to have 

“experienced a ‘rebirth’ sparked by the influence of punk rock and its anti-social behaviour” 

(Cotter 1999, p. 115) during the 1980s. This metamorphosis broke the style of some factions 

of the skinheads away from its Jamaican roots and associated it with more white, working-

class English nationalism, wherein Neo-Nazi ideologies were promoted to excite an extreme 

sense of patriotism in some of young skinheads. Scholars (Cohen 1997; Cotter 1999; Fangen 

1998; Hall & Jefferson 2006; Hebdige 1979) define the reasons behind the emergence of the 

subculture as either a youthful rejection of the post-industrial social orders, a rebellious 

                                                           
52 Cohen’s Rethinking the Youth Question (1997) is a collection of his essays and lectures dating from 1969 to 

1989. The present quote is taken from a paper published in CCCS Working Papers, 2 (1972), pp. 5-53. 
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response to the economic uncertainties, or a pursuit of a sense of communal or personal 

identity that is to be reclaimed: 

The skinhead subculture, with its emphasis on territoriality, xenophobia and jingoism, 

appealed to youths experiencing disillusionment with their economic plight and with 

the political climate. The recruitment of young skinheads into far-right British 

organizations like the British Movement and National Front has been explained using 

similar political-economic arguments (Young & Craig 1997, p. 178).  

The intense influx of immigrants and the severe conditions of jobless individuals during the 

1980s had its inevitable impact on this white working-class subculture, creating far-right Neo-

Nazi skinheads with extreme racist ideologies that relied on principles of ‘white supremacy’. 

In a similar fashion to the Nazis during the WW2, this right-wing skinhead movement 

‘divided the world rigidly according to ‘us and them’ doctrine’ (Fangen 1998, p. 33).  

For the same reasons, Sonny articulates elements attributed to the subculture he 

considers himself a member of, such as repulsively strong racist remarks, disinterestedness in 

politics because ‘politics is crap’ (Eldridge 1996, p. 46) and expressions of fascist ideologies 

in terms of purifying the country from non-white people and having ‘England just like it used 

to be’ (Ibid). Despite reclaiming these notions from the anti-hegemonic ideologies of the 

skinheads, Sonny’s lack of introspection and self-assertion results in an image of a self-styled 

imitative skinhead. Moreover, research on the millennial skinhead in different countries such 

as UK, Canada, the US, and Germany had shown that: “skinheads have virtually no formal 

organized structure; instead, there are numerous gangs and individuals scattered throughout 

each country in question” (Cotter 1999, p. 114). Therefore, apart from Sonny’s inner conflicts 

that result from the social context of the area he lives in, the dissolution of the integrated 
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skinhead movements during late 1980s left individuals such as Sonny struggling to survive as 

individual representatives of their subculture in the absence of a more collective subcultural 

community. Likewise, Sonny is not shown to be connected to any other skinheads as he never 

mentions anyone in particular and his best friends, Nick and Ryan, are not identified with any 

form of subculture. Although excluded from an actual community of the skinheads, Sonny is 

still demonstrated to be attempting, to paraphrase Cohen (1997, p.57), “to express and 

resolve, albeit ‘magically’, the contradictions which remain hidden or unresolved in the parent 

culture”. This state of exclusion represents itself in Sonny’s instances of falsifications which 

are mainly apparent in his ungainly sense of nationalism and that only flourishes when he is 

drunk or under the influence of drugs. Therefore, his nationalism appears less patriotic than a 

mockery of nationalism expressed by a belligerent unemployed, and socially displaced 

skinhead: 

Nick  This country is shit. 

Sonny No. No it’s not. Greatest country in the world, England. We won the 

war, didn’t we? And the fucking Argies. And them fucking Arab-cunts. 

He starts to sing ‘Rule Britannia’ Drunkenly. (Eldridge 1996, p. 38) 

Given the common grounds Sonny shares with the culture he seemingly follows, one of the 

underpinning elements of the majority of the 1960s and 1970s subcultures is, again, stated by 

Cohen (1997, p. 57) to be: “an attempt to retrieve some of the socially cohesive elements 

destroyed in their parent culture…” (p.57). Although Cohen and Clark (in Hall and Jefferson, 

2006) explore the social function of the skinheads in light of the society of the 1960s and 

1970s in which the subculture emerged, the socio-economic and political circumstances in 

which Sonny struggles to establish an identification for himself is rather more complicated 

and fragmented from various socio-political perspectives (see Chapter Three). In pointing out 



182 
 

some of the socio-economic differences in the prospect of youth during the 1960s in 

comparison to the youth in 1980s and 1990s, we can refer to the rate of unemployment and 

poverty in the later decades that even started to transfigure the concept of working-classness. 

As presented in Cashmore’s (1985, p. 5) comparison of the social status of young people in 

various decades, the youth of the 1960s, specifically the members of different subcultures, 

attempted at accentuating their ‘uniqueness’ by belonging to a cult: “they dressed in a way 

designed to alert others to the fact that they were young and they were different. These were 

the children of affluence”. Whereas, to the youth of the 1980s and 1990s choosing to belong 

to a working-class subculture is not a gesture, as it used to be for their predecessors, but rather 

a life condition where “their ambitions are paralysed to an extent that they are rapidly losing 

interest in society, its institutions and the parts they might have been expected to play in those 

institutions ten years ago” (ibid). While, the working-class children of the 1960s still had 

access to the benefits of the working parents who were respectively benefiting from the 

economic boom of the post-war era, the young people of the later generations, specifically 

youth from areas such as the East End of London, were suffering from a two-sided 

deprivation; on one side was the endless exclusion in the employment scheme introduced by 

the government to get young people into work (see Chapter Four) and on the other were the 

jobless fathers who were made redundant due to industrial downsizing and the disappearance 

of many industries altogether. Another comparison that can be drawn in relation to the 

differences in the skinheads of the 1960s and the 1990s is how nostalgia has played a 

significant role in shaping the skinhead’s mindset during the 1990s. For Sonny’s generation 

being nostalgic for an imagined past is comparable to how skinheads in the 1960s gestured 

against the influx of immigrants. While the skinheads of the 1990s could only adopt the 

rhetoric of those gestures in their longing for the past. Given this, Sonny’s unsettling fears can 
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be seen to be unleashed through his different familial and social interactions, which I divide 

into three different phases, including member of ethnic minority groups, his friends and his 

own parents. 

From the very initial appearances of the skinheads in 1969, the subculture was 

associated with ‘harassment and vandalism’ towards whoever seemed like an outsider 

(Barkun 1989; Young & Craig 1997) specifically immigrants from the Indian subcontinents, 

an identifiable pass-time activity which became known as ‘Paki-bashing’(Mungham & 

Pearson 1976). Although, this deviant, violent act by the skinheads seems to only refer to the 

Pakistani’s as the target of their aggression, it was practically a general term to include 

members of other Indian subcontinent countries, including Bangladesh and India and it 

“involved the ritual and aggressive defence of the social and cultural homogeneity of the 

community against its most obviously scapegoated outsiders” (Clark in Hall & Jefferson 

2006, p. 83). Moreover, as Pearson (1976) observes, Paki-bashing was not merely an urban 

phenomenon but also extended to provincial towns around Britain. With the rise of white 

supremacists during the 1980s due to many reasons, from the increase in unemployment rates, 

and the repopulation patterns in areas dominated by working-class communities, to the 

housing scheme, the racist ethos was even more accelerated. While the focus of academic 

research (Goodrick-Clarke 2002; Hamm 1993; Ridgeway 1990) and the media’s fascination 

(documentaries and movies reflecting on skinhead ideology) had been the racist element in 

the subculture as well as the swerve towards the ‘white power’ neo-Nazi ethics (Barkun 1989; 

Cotter 1999), some argue that alongside the racist tendencies the struggle to retain an identity 

despite all the socio-cultural contradictions needs to be highlighted in the study of the 

members of the subculture (Sarabia & Shriver 2004; Young & Craig 1997). Likewise, the 

racist elements of the portrayed skinhead in SIU seems to be initially exhibited through other 
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forms of delinquency which is mainly targeted at Sonny’s non-skinhead white friends or 

neighbours. This form of response is arguably interconnected with the culture of fear wherein 

everyone is considered a victim of the social, communal, or other forms of risk surrounding 

them: 

The idea that Everyone’s a Victim53 is not confined to the domain of crime, the 

anticipation of victimization is refracted through one of the most distinctive idioms of 

contemporary culture, which is that of being at risk. Anyone labelled as at risk is by 

definition a potential victim.(Furedi 2006, p. 5) 

Therefore, it could be seen that in Sonny’s perspective he is victimized by the presence of 

ever-growing immigrant population, the failure of his fellow skinheads to offer him at least a 

sense of belonging, and also the failure of other white members of the neighbourhood to 

acknowledge his principals as a skinhead. 

One of the instances wherein Sonny’s confusion over racial delinquency is represented 

is when he drunkenly gets involved in a fight with Ben, who Eldridge describes as: “a young 

bloke a bit older than Sonny and Nick” (p.38). Although, like in any other form of violent 

brawl, there is a demonstration of the masculine power and toughness, with which the 

skinheads are widely associated, the interracial element is missing. The fight starts off as a 

joke on Ben to give Sonny and Nick some of his chips, but his refusal to do so leads Sonny to 

insult him and eventually stab him to death with the knife that Ben holds out in the middle of 

the fight. While the presence of such disturbing, explicit, non-racial violence just at the end of 

the first act54 of the play can be suggestive of the underpinning aggression surrounding a 

                                                           
53 This is the title of the Labour Party’s policy statement in 1995, on which Furedi (2006) bases a part of his 

argument on culture of fear (see Chapter Three). 
54 SIU is a two-act play, the first of which is the shorter and less intense. 
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delinquent subculture, it can also be illustrative of late modern confusion that is often argued 

to characterize the nature of human interaction. Investigation into the confused state of 

interaction between individuals in late modernity refers us to some elements of ‘ego-society’ 

discussed in the previous chapter. In such society, the self is entrapped in a network of 

dismantled traditional bonds such as family, neighbourhood and friends. Meanwhile the 

egoism latent in the process of individualization promoted by members of neighbourhood and 

community prevails this idea that the self comes first in making decisions or even interacting 

with people. In such circumstances, a skinhead such as Sonny, who exhibits the properties of 

a damaged ego, also suffers from a form of mistrust, alienation, and perplexity in 

comprehending the normal social behaviour he is expected to exhibit, not only the non-white 

people, but even the white people in the neighbourhood: 

Individuation without a parallel process of reintegration into some new social network 

can contribute to the creation of an atmosphere of mistrust. In particular, it has the 

effect of altering the interactions between people. Where once neighbours and 

colleagues might have been seen as friends and allies, today they are more likely to be 

perceived as competitors and as potential threats… once the familiarity of a common 

endeavour and outlook is undermined, things begin to look different. Other people 

start to look like strangers instead of friends. (Furedi 1997, p. 141) 

In a parallel fashion, the disenfranchised Sonny, who not only grapples with the changed 

dynamics of East Ender communities, is also shown to be alone in fighting for the recognition 

of his subcultural values by family and friends. In the amalgamation of disenchantment and 

distrust, Sonny’s aggression towards Ben, a white young boy from the neighbourhood, can be 

interpreted as his response to the lack of traditional settlement patterns where young people 
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like him had better opportunities to collectively represent the deviancy attributed to them. 

With the increasing number of immigrants and members of non-white ethnicities in the East 

End and the relocation of a large number of white working-class families to other districts, 

Sonny finds himself alone even in demonstrating his violent traits.  

Despite Sonny’s aberration in his implementation of physical violence on a white 

‘young bloke’ rather than non-white strangers, it is worth mentioning that he strongly 

emphasizes the common ‘white power’ ethics, albeit mostly through verbal aggression. In a 

conversation with Nick, Sonny jokes about being the Prime Minister to be able to purify 

Britain and “sling all the darkies, and Pakis out, the Kurds can go, and the fucking Greeks.” 

(p.46). While his alienation from any other member of the skinheads has left him bereft of an 

explanation for his hatred, he is only capable of relating to the common scapegoating traits 

attributed to the skinhead subculture:  

Sonny Just think, Nicky-boy. The more foreigners I do, the more I scare, the 

more they’re off back to jumba-jumba land. It’s simple. 

… 

Sonny They’ll be all right. What happens if you lose a dog. It doesn’t suddenly 

die, does it? It survives and gets a bit here and there. The foreigners 

will do the same. They live like animals anyway. People can look after 

themselves. White people do it as well. I’m all right, I’ve never worked 

proper – and I don’t want to either. Charlie’s been in and out of work 

all his life, we’re sweet. Come on, Nick – I can go on to the estate get 

two ounces of resin55 on tick and by five o’clock I’ve earnt a ton and 

got a deal for myself. (p.47) 

The xenophobic tendencies Sonny passes on are widely linked to the youths’ dissatisfaction 

and disillusionment with the economic and political climate of the time as they “scapegoated 

immigrants for their alleged role in contributing to high unemployment and the inequitable 

                                                           
55 Here, resin refers to ‘cannabis resin’, the active narcotic agent in marijuana.    
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distribution of social resources” (Young & Craig 1997, p. 117). While this argument can be 

indisputably applied to Charlie’s (Sonny’s father) stance on the influx of non-white 

communities, Sonny’s attitude is more interconnectable to the ideology of what Corrigan (in 

Hall & Jefferson 2006, p. 84) refers to as ‘doing nothing’56. By this concept, Corrigan 

emphasizes how members of different subcultures such as skinhead deliberately choose to 

avoid being actively engaged in daily chores by ‘doing nothing’, something that oftentimes 

becomes a part of their chosen life style:  

The major element in doing nothing is talking. Not the arcane discussion of the T.V. 

talk show, but recounting, exchanging stories which need never be true or real but 

which are as interesting as possible. About football, about each other, talking not to 

communicate ideas, but to communicate the experience of talking. It passes the time 

and it underlines the group nature of the different ways that the boys have of passing 

the time. A great deal of joking goes on.  

Interestingly, the play begins with a long conversation between Sonny and Nick about girls, 

drugs, friends, and any random topic that appears to be interesting to talk about. In addition to 

the stereotypical, racist small talk he seems to be in favour of, Sonny prefers the times he is 

under the influence of drinks or drugs and spends time with Nick at his parents’ home, doing 

nothing. For Sonny, the indolent life Charlie has been leading is ‘all right’ and they ‘are 

sweet’ relying on the ‘dole’ the government allocates to their family. Earlier on, in a 

conversation between his parents we even learn that Val’s brother-in-law has offered Sonny a 

job that required him to do a one-year college study, which he refuses. Therefore, a stochastic 

                                                           
56 This is taken from a chapter title in Resistance Through Rituals (Hall and Jefferson, 2006) by Paul Corrigan. 
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lifestyle of voluntarily being unemployed appeals to Sonny’s idealism which is again in stark 

contrast to the majority of skinheads: 

Despite being unemployed, these subjects claimed to be looking for full-time work. 

The skinhead version of involuntary jobless-ness stood in contrast to their perceptions 

of unemployed punks, for example, for whom unemployment and welfare were 

viewed as a voluntary lifestyle choice. (Young & Craig 1997, pp. 188-9)  

Given Sonny’s emphasis on being unemployed, we are again redirected to the superficiality of 

his verbal aggressions in terms of the lack of job opportunities. Alternatively, his chauvinistic 

exclamations and heated xenophobic discussions can be labelled under the notion of ‘doing 

nothing’ which as Corrigan (in Hall & Jefferson 2006, p. 84) asserts “represents the largest 

and most complex youth subculture”, the major element of which, he states, is talking. 

However, his deviant response to the economic status and work conditions is projected 

through selling and consuming drugs, which in Burr’s (1984, p. 930) study of punk and 

skinheads is considered “an ideal vehicle for symbolically expressing frustration and 

discontent”. In doing so, in addition to targeting the outsiders for their misfortunes, skinheads 

such as Sonny seem to be choosing a self-destructive approach to solve the socio-economic 

complications they encounter. 

Nevertheless, as noted earlier, Sonny expectedly expresses overt discriminating 

remarks against foreigners, a significant instance of which is when he meets his friend Ryan 

after five years. Ryan, who has left London to study sociology and economics at the 

University of Wolverhampton returns to announce that he will soon be married to a vegetarian 

girl named Sharman. Sonny’s reaction to his announcement leads to an awkward hostility 

between the two: “Sharman? That’s a funny name. Sounds like a bloody wog” (p.54). All the 
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excitement of seeing an old friend, with whom he used to go to cricket every day and create 

memorable childhood experiences, is taken over by a discriminative resentment. However, the 

element that defines Sonny’s reaction towards Ryan and more significantly Nick is not merely 

a right-wing xenophobia, but a profound fear of loss of community which I discuss in light of 

the second phase of his social interactions.  

Despite the disagreeable life ahead of Sonny, the one and only reassuring and securing 

value that he cares to maintain is the meaning of friendship and kinship which has started to 

take on new forms in the risk society. As noted earlier in the thesis, in the risk society where 

late capitalist economy and the demands of the labour market require the individual to be as 

mobile and flexible as possible, the collective meaning of community and togetherness is 

undermined by the free market economy’s pressure on the self to be flexible and as a result, a 

reflexive social being. With the unsuccessful redevelopment plans mentioned earlier, many 

young disfranchised East Enders chose to leave their neighbourhood in the hope of finding a 

better life either outside London or in other boroughs of London. Ryan is represented as an 

example of the more realist unsatisfied resident of the lower-class lifestyle of the East End, 

who has chosen personal prosperity over a district wherein, he believes, “kids round here 

don’t play cricket. They shovel shit.” (p.53). However, for Sonny he is considered a traitor for 

leaving the community and, even worse, turning to vegetarianism because of his partner who 

is again a foreigner. As Bauman (2001a) states, one of the major characteristics of modernity 

is the ambivalence accompanied by the many various interpretations one can have over a 

single circumstance. Accordingly, as Fangen (1998, p. 38) argues, in the later rebirth of 

subcultures such as skinheads in late-capitalist societies, the daily ambivalences that have 

penetrated into our choices and classifications, skinheads are also affected in the way they 

categorize ‘us and them’:  
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A traitor is a kind of stranger, he seems like ’one of us’, but in practice he is not. He is 

the enemy from within, the one who confuses the categories, who takes an ambivalent, 

undetermined position. … Ambivalence therefore, means, more than anything else, 

indeterminacy. Indeterminacy means that one finds oneself unable to define certain 

situations, and this leads to discomfort and existential anxiety. The right-wing 

skinhead’s need to define the world according to a rigid friend-enemy polarization 

reveals a need to reduce the complexity of contemporary society by idealizing the 

homogeneity of the past.  

Therefore, Sonny’s discontent with the socio-economic conditions has been largely 

aggravated by the loss of the sense of community as well as the difficulty of defining who 

belongs in the community. Thus, we start to encounter Sonny’s dread of the loss of a friend, 

with which the entirety of tradition, social values, and meaningfulness is linked. Sonny begins 

by using a mocking tone to disparage Ryan’s achievements which represents his indignant 

regrets for losing a friend as he keeps reminding him of the times they had playing cricket 

(which Sonny talks about passionately throughout the play). Then he expresses his insulting 

remarks about Ryan’s partner and later he unexpectedly becomes furious for losing the 

seemingly precious, signed cricket gloves which Charlie had sold a few years ago. He 

expresses his suppressed indignation by taking Val’s tea mug and smashing it to the floor in 

Ryan’s presence and then leaves the house, this being the last time he sees Ryan in the play. 

One of the major troubles that could be associated with Sonny’s disenchantment with losing 

Ryan is the fact that they once used to be cricket mates. Team sports, especially the ones that 

articulate more violence around them, are known to be a popular activity in the skinhead 

communities as they can be a medium to represent both the collective masculine self-

identification and toughness (Clark in Hall & Jefferson 2006). Although, cricket is hardly 
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associated with violence and toughness, it still is shown to be Sonny’s only opportunity to 

express his masculinity and physical strength among friends and other members of the 

community. With Ryan’s departure that medium has been taken away from Sonny which can 

be a logical explanation for his hostility towards Ryan. 

 In Ryan’s absence during the last five years, Nick has become Sonny’s closest 

companion, although “he wasn’t in the cricket team” (p.57). Despite his rejection of Sonny’s 

streetwise, malefactor attitudes, Nick relies on him as a protective, older brother with whom 

he can spend time: 

Nick He’s been my best ever mate, Val. Before I met Sonny, I was always 

the kid who got beaten up at school. I had things straight up here … 

(points to his head) … but I … was a fuck-up. My dad. He’d hit me and 

then he’d buy me stuff, loads of stuff, stuff that he couldn’t afford. 

(p.27)  

Evidently, Nick has become an affirmative figure for whom Sonny can display his 

formidable, masculine power while maintaining the sense of friendship and belonging. 

However, this single sense of bond and unity is threatened by Nick’s recent decision to accept 

a job at the city council to work as a road sweeper which allows him to lead a more stable and 

normal, nonetheless meagre, life. Learning about Nick’s decision to start up a more settled 

lifestyle, Val continuously reproaches Sonny for being a ‘loser’ like his father is and at one 

point says to him that Sonny ‘is going to end up in prison – like your dad if he is not careful” 

(p.22). Sonny constantly attempts to change Nick’s mind in looking for any sort of job which, 

in light of his mother’s reproaching comments, might initially seem like he is preventing an 

imminent fight with his mother. Hence, his main concern with Nick’s future plans, we could 

suggest, is to lose a companion in his downward spiral of his life. This is due to the fact that, 

Sonny considers himself a skinhead who is expected to refuse any form of structured, 
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conventional lifestyle that constrains his casual deviant activities. If Nick starts a job that 

requires him to schedule his time, Sonny will be left with no companion to conduct any casual 

deviant activities such as ‘Paki-bashing’, ‘doing nothing’, and ‘communicate the experience 

of talking’: 

Sonny You’ve got things sorted as it is. Bits of pocket money. Live at home, 

what d’you want to spend your life clearing up shit for? 

 Nick  I don’t know. 

 Pause. 

 Sonny  You … You’re my mate, Nick. (p.49) 

This again is interconnectable to the element of territory which turns out to hold a significant 

point of momentum for the skinheads, as Cohen (1997, p. 60) points out: 

Territory is thus not only a way in which kids ‘live’ subculture as a collective 

behaviour, but also the way in which the subcultural group becomes rooted in the 

situation of the community. In the context of the East End, it is a way of retrieving the 

solidarities of the traditional neighbourhood destroyed by redevelopment. (p.60) 

Although Nick is neither a member of the subculture nor an advocate of any form of felony, 

he is at the same time the only person that accompanies Sonny in his minor or major criminal 

assaults. Thus, we can see Nick as a replacement for all other communal and gang-based 

relationships Sonny would like to have had. The fear and anxiety of friendship dismantlement 

gradually builds up an invincible belligerence in Sonny that brings forward his final move on 

Nick, which is to disfigure him. Something I will return to again later.  

To deride his friend for perusing a better life does not consolidate Sonny’s resentment 

towards the adversities that living a low life had shown him. Sonny’s exasperation is 
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apparently awaiting a tense blast that begins while he is having a conversation with Wendy, 

the girl whose heart Sonny tries to win. While despite his hard-face and tough mannerism, he 

oddly enough tries to express his affection to Wendy, by ridiculing his assertions Wendy 

makes it clear she is sexually attracted to Nick. This, alone, can trigger Sonny’s response for 

the fear and anxiety he has for losing Nick. The scene where Nick’s betrayal is revealed starts 

with Nick’s announcement that he is getting the job at the city council, over which Sonny 

evinces his scorning remarks: 

Nick Got to be at the depot by six o’clock though. Jesus, last time I was up 

that early I was tripping my tits off. 

Sonny  Won’t be doing that any more then, now you’re working. 

Nick Oh no. I might not be out as much but I’m still going to trip out. Never 

know, Sonny – might be able to get some Charlie now I’m earning. 

You watch, we’ll soon be doing lines of coke through fifty-pound 

notes. 

Sonny  Off bin-money? 

Nick  It’s a start, Sonny. (p.69) 

Hence, as their conversation goes, much to Sonny’s reluctance and disdain he discovers that 

Wendy is not the one with whom Nick has had an affair but with Val, his own mother. 

Sonny’s comportment toward his parents, specially Val, forms the third phase of this 

chapter’s argument on his interactions with others, including friend and parents. However, 

before proceeding to that argument, the concluding analysis of his fears of the personal and 

social changes around him is necessary to round off the fears of the exemplary skinhead 

shown in SIU. Convincingly enough, Sonny does not majorly react to Nick’s betrayal. Instead 

a superficial attempt to strangulate Nick seems to be consoling to Sonny: 

Sonny we’re meant to be mates. I trusted you. I don’t trust anyone. I trusted 

you. Shit, I would die for you, you cunt. I would die for you! 
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 Long pause.  

 So, Nicky-boy, how long’s it been going on? 

 Nick  It’s only happened twice. 

 Sonny  Only! What’s the matter, sack of shit, was she? 

 Nick  No. 

 Sonny  Ahhhh you cunt. 

He lunges at Nick and Throttles him. They fall onto the floor and Nick gasps for 

breath. They struggle. Sonny slaps Nick around the face. 

Don’t fucking cry! 

He gets up. 

Fucking bollocks, bollock.! Get up, get out! Go on fuck off! 

Nick exits quickly. Long pause. Sonny picks up the Sun and sits down on the sofa. 

(p.72) 

However, right after Nick leaves Sonny’s flat, Val comes home from the supermarket, where 

she has learnt from Nick’s mother that “Nick’s got the job at the rubbish tip” (p.73). This 

leads to Val’s quite long lecture on Sonny’s decision to choose minor purloining and drug 

dealing over “good honest hard work” (p.74). Val’s disenchantment with Sonny’s life conduct 

and her discontent with his voluntary unemployment stirs up the anger in Sonny and he finds 

the courage to take revenge on the person who caused the destruction of both friendship and 

family. Therefore, Sonny finds himself agitated by his mother’s rebuking remarks and leaves 

home to see Nick, about whom everyone talks in the final scene because Sonny has “cut that 

poor bastard’s face to pieces” (p.76). Here, we can raise this question of why Sonny did not 

display a more bellicose and atrocious reaction towards Nick while he was talking about his 

betrayal and instead he waits until he is reminded of Nick’s decision to abandon Sonny’s 

delinquent and idle, yet symbolically antihegemonic and socially refractory, lifestyle. The 
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answer to this question can, again, be found in Sonny’s attempt at retaining and re-

establishing the communal unity and friendship, the failure of which results in defacement of 

the only friend he has left. 

To this point, Sonny’s fear and anxieties towards, first, the outsiders, and, second the 

intimate companions have been discussed in light of his subcultural ideologies while putting 

him in the socio-cultural context of the East End of London. Considering the rupturing of the 

traditional working-class extended family, changing cultural environment, and unfamiliar 

social conduct, Sonny, moreover, expresses an unsurmountable level of fear targeted at the 

unwanted changes in the family structure. As Cohen (1997, p. 55) points out, after the 

redevelopment programs “more and more East Enders [we]re forced to work outside the area; 

young people especially [we]re less likely to follow family traditions in this respect”. 

According to Cohen, as noted earlier, one of the functions of different subcultures is 

considered to be an attempt at ‘retrieving’ some of the dismantled social orders and structures. 

Moreover, in defining the nostalgic elements that play a significant role in neo-Nazi 

skinheads, Fangen (1998, p. 36) reflects on the skinheads’ emphasis on resisting the 

consequences of modernity in breaking the traditional family and relinks their contempt for 

non-white groups to their inner desire to retain what those ethnic groups have in terms of 

familial values:  

… their nostalgic longing for exactly those qualities some of these groups represent; 

strong ethnic identity and family commitment. Strong family ties, and the feeling of 

honour related to one’s own ethnic heritage are exactly those ideals right-wing 

skinheads claim are lacking in contemporary society. 
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Putting the ethnic conflicts aside, the ideal kinship bonds a skinhead such as Sonny envisions, 

prevents him ignoring, disrespecting, or even in the final scene endangering the notion of 

family. For instance, when Val informs Sonny that his father has sold his precious gloves, his 

ultimate reaction, after an altercation, is to smash Val’s tea mug. In the first few scenes he is 

represented as an aggressively belligerent young boy who gets drunk and stabs someone to 

death. Given this, he is expected to incline his anger towards his mother and not resort to 

smashing the mug in her hands. Yet, that action would indicate going beyond the standard 

social conducts he hopes to sustain despite all the other dismantled social structures. Even at 

that moment of inexorable fury, Sonny avoids engaging with the degradation of kinship 

values which is a matter of utmost fear. 

Throughout SIU, the relationship between Sonny and his mother is shown as a rather 

friendly, yet verbally hostile one that represents Sonny’s apprehension of the rupture in 

working-class values. As discussed earlier, Sonny’s final response to Nick and Val’s affair 

turned out to be outrageous because he is compelled to simultaneously suffer deprivation of 

two principals, one is Nick who is not going to be around as he used to and the other is his 

mother who has been simultaneously unfaithful to her husband and son. However, even after 

the stark betrayal of the two most important people in his life, family is too sacred for Sonny 

to hold any form of resentment or indignation towards any of its members. Therefore, in 

addition to the previous reason mentioned about his hesitation to assail Nick, the hesitation in 

getting into a fight with Val, or at least start an argument about the affair can be seen as 

another aspect of his fear of being the initiator of a familial dismantlement. Sonny’s reflexive 

reactions in accepting the transformations exhibited in occupation arrangements, ways of 

conducting a life driven by rules of modernity, meaning of neighbourhood and more 

importantly familial structure, is emblematic of an internalized fear that could arguably 
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function as a bomb within any socially deprived and culturally perplexed individual. Although 

he endeavours to present as a tough, unbreakable individual that can survive the unfavourable 

socio-economic circumstances in which he finds himself, Sonny’s deeply disheartening 

remarks in a conversation he has about his imaginary death shows a more realistic picture of 

his position as a disfranchised skinhead. In the long conversation Sonny and Nick have in the 

first act, while Nick expresses his fear57 of the environmental risks endangering the late 

modern life, such as ‘the melting ice poles’, ‘the bad news about ozone’, ‘the blue stuff 

coming out of sunbeds’ that ’you get cancer from’, Sonny indicates: 

Sonny … Already booked my appointment with the big ‘C’58, Nicky-boy. 

Forty, I’m kicking the bucket. 

Nick  You’re not going to die then. 

Sonny Yes, I am. I’ve planned it since I was ten. In a pub. A fight. I do this 

bloke over with a pool cue, fuck him right up. Just as I walk away, his 

mate says something, I turn, a gun. The cunt shoots me … in the 

stomach. The Prick. Second bullet right between the eyes, no mistake 

that time, just like the Krays. (p.09) 

Sonny’s fantasized death not merely resembles the imagined violent death (given that the 

whole focus of Sonny is tipped towards nostalgia) known to a skinhead from destitute and 

deprived areas such as East London, but exhibits a deeper instance of desperation and 

indifference to violence, death, and war as he has started speculating an end to his life since 

he was only ten. This very premature ironic nihilism, we can argue, leads us back to an 

inherent dissatisfying lifestyle people like Sonny (and indeed Eldridge, the playwright) were 

destined to have due to the economic background of their social stratum. In the following 

section, I examine the fears and anxieties of Nick and Wendy, as non-skinhead East End 

                                                           
57 Nick’s worries and socio-environmental anxieties will be discussed and analysed in the following section. 
58 He refers to ‘Cancer’, the same issue Nick tries to make a point about. 
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residents of the same generational cohort as Sonny, who struggle to break away from the 

supposedly predestined life of an East Ender in their own terms. 

A Variant Dimension of Youths’ Anxieties  

Although the play starts with an exhibition of fear delivered through daily scaremongering 

propaganda that has affected two socially-retarded, hard-faced boys in their early twenties, a 

more perpetual and internalized form of implied fear is conceivably traceable throughout the 

play (as discussed in regard to Sonny’s anxieties). Prior to the discussion of these implications 

of internalized fears in Nick, I draw on the more recurrent concerns that are only expressed 

through him and oftentimes the female version of him, Teresa. They both represent a more 

inquisitive, idealist examples of their social class. The play begins in one of the run-down 

parklands of the East End with Sonny and Nick smoking, making conversations about girls 

and drugs, unremarkably commonplace among the boys of their age. Amidst those standard 

lines, Nick expresses his concerns about environmental issues prevalent, predominantly, 

among those of a more middle-class and economically privileged standing:  

Nick  I reckon they’ve got to do something about the environment. 

Sonny  What? 

Nick  The sun will burn the shit out of us. 

Sonny  Load of bollocks put about by the government. Give us a fag. 

Nick  That salmon you are going to light up is contributing to the ozone. 

Sonny Will you shut up? Haven’t you got anything better to say? What about 

the bird down at the chip shop? (p.03) 

… 

Nick This environment is heavy shit. The ice-poles melting and the ozone is 

bad news. 

Sonny  Skin up, Nicky-boy. 

Nick  I haven’t got any. 

Sonny  Where did you get all this environment shit? 

Nick  On the telly, in the morning, Open University. 
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Sonny  What were you watching that shit for? 

Nick I was tripping. The program really freaked me out. I thought the sun 

was going to explode. We’ll be in the shit Sonny. The whole world will 

be flooded. The bits still in the sun will fry, the ultraviolet there, Sonny.  

Sonny  What? (p.08) 

Sonny’s response to Nick is representative of the views commonly associated with working-

class individuals who are often judged to be bereft of knowledge and awareness of 

environmental and other critical issues facing the world. Expectedly, Sonny keeps either 

ridiculing his friend or derailing the conversation to his own supposedly mundane interests. 

Although, Nick seems to have unintentionally been exposed to the information diffused by the 

fearmongering media, his random contemplations on more sophisticated issues suggests how 

Furedi’s (1997) theory (see Chapter Three) of an increasingly preponderating culture of fear is 

suggested to be dominating the social imagination of late modern society, even socially and 

economically debilitated persons from the working-class stratum. Albeit, even Nick seems not 

to be fully comprehending the scientific terms and the nature of the environmental 

predicaments presumably endangering them. Such terms are expressing a middle-class 

existential, apocalyptic concern that, it can be argued, is originating in their disenchantment 

with the socio-economic circumstance, rather than the environmental issues that have become 

the topic of their conversations. Nick’s response to how he pictures his death, following 

Sonny’s premature imagination on his death, resembles his profound fear in humanity’s 

destructive forces to which he displays a desensitized and nihilistic view:  

Nick Nothing as good as that59. I’m at home on my bed having a wank. 

There’s a siren, it’s the Russians, thousands of nukes five minutes 

away. They’ve had enough of McDonalds and Pizza Hut.  

Pause 

                                                           
59 Nick, here, refers to Sonny’s imaginative narration of his death that he expects to happen when he is forty. 
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Fuck them all, I just hope I come in time (p.10) 

In contrast to the right-wing subcultural climate ruling over Sonny’s worldview, we encounter 

Nick’s anxiety of an uncertain future that casts a shadow over his life in different ways which 

takes us to an entirely contrasting form of dissuasive fear that Sonny grapples with. Everyone, 

including Sonny, knows “people from round here only go one way – down” (p.12) which for 

Charlie’s generation has turned into an inseparable fact of living in over-populated areas such 

as East London. However, for Nick, Teresa, and Ryan the circumstances have changed in the 

course of the decades they were growing up, during which a sort of permanent uncertainty 

towards what the future could hold in light of socio-economic instabilities has grown within 

their generation: 

Poverty and growing class inequalities in the 1990s affect all age groups, but seem to 

bear especially heavily on children and the young. Their effects are to imprint upon a 

generation not only the material scars of poverty but also the social and individual 

consequences—among which must be counted the lowered self-esteem, the reduced 

expectations, the sense of insecurity, the lack of opportunity and fulfilment and the 

frustrations—that they are likely to carry forward into adult life. (Navok in Jones 

1997, p. 14) 

Given the circumstances dominating the life of young East Enders and because their 

generation has grown up in an era of social and global mobility, Nick and Teresa are shown to 

be familiar with the idea of recognizing the potential opportunities available for the ones that 

are daring enough to step out of the conventional social structure dominating their 

community. For these reasons, Rayan has left East End for good in search of prosperity, 

Teresa (to whom I will return later in the chapter) is determined to leave the area, and Nick 
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looks for a job that can help him reverse the life circumstances entangling him in the misery 

of being a jobless, slothful young delinquent like Sonny. 

In addition to his environmental distress, Nick transfers a sense of fear of the uncertain 

future that is ahead of him and struggles to change his position by starting from a very casual 

job that can earn him some money while being unsatisfied with the time he spends aimlessly 

with Sonny:  

Nick No, I just … I just get fucked off sometimes, Sonny. I get up in the 

morning and I walk about … I want something to do … 

Sonny  Stay in bed, you tit … 

Nick  I can’t … I need to do something, Sonny. (p.07) 

… 

Nick  I need a change. 

Sonny  What do you mean? 

Nick  What do we do, Sonny? 

Sonny  Don’t know. 

Nick  Sit about. 

Sonny  Not all the time. 

Nick  Get stoned. 

Sonny  It’s all right. We have a grin. (p.47) 

Nick is determined to make that change happen despite Sonny’s deterrent remarks and 

persistently looks for a job. His fear of an uncertain future is also compounded by the regular 

felonies he assumes he might commit if he continues spending time with Sonny, as he 

strongly condemns how Sonny ‘enjoyed’ thrusting Ben: “That was shit, Sonny, that was shit! 

And we always do it. We always do it, Sonny! I do it, you do it – it’s bad, Sonny, it’s bad.” 

(p.49). Therefore, apart from the uncontrollable economic precariousness, the hostile and 

atrocious environment of where he lives is apparently daunting for him. Having said that, 

other factors such as prejudice, jealousy, generational bewilderment, and political apathy that 

shadows over the culture of the lower echelons of the society is suggested to surmount any 
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conscious volition and driving force intended to carry the individual forward. The final scene, 

ending with Nick’s defacement by Sonny, we can argue takes us to a more absurdist 

interpretation of Eldridge’s idea of an East Ender’s futuristic intentions. Nick’s abortive 

longing for a more stable and certain lifestyle is symbolically shattered by his own saviour 

which can be suggestive of both the deterministic circulation of socio-economic deprivation 

and lack of redemptive solutions with which one can idealize a better life, albeit driven by 

rules of late modern insecurities. Moreover, SIU arguably illustrates that not only the lower-

class family, who are largely affected by the socio-economic circumstances, struggle to 

survive, they, additionally, are determined to deal with the prolonged, innate fears associated 

with the conducts of life of their social class.  

The rising prosperity offered by the post-war economic boom, assisted the politicians 

of the 1960s in attempting to wither away the concept of class and circumstances associated 

with it. Similarly, both John Major’s Conservative government and Tony Blair’s New Labour 

tried to capture that sentiment again and promote a classless society in the presence of 

economic recessions and stagnation by implementing more modernized versions of old-

Labour policies: 

When, in 1990, Major set out his stall in a bid for the leadership of the Conservative 

Party, he promised to ‘make changes that will produce across the whole of this country 

a genuinely classless society, in which people can rise to whatever level their own 

abilities and their own good fortune may take them from wherever they started. 

(Turner 2014, p. 4) 

As Turner (ibid, p.7) points out, New Labour’s achievement under Blair’s government was 

again to sell a ‘repackaged’ version of Conservatism in terms of economic affairs while Blair 
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“articulated Major’s dream more convincingly than could Major himself”. Therefore, the 

notion of classlessness was only a ‘restatement’ of the previous Thatcherite meritocratic 

strategies and as many believe (Marriott 2011; Mumford & Power 2004; Worth 2002) the 

long-lasting failure in the regeneration and redevelopment programs that had started from the 

early 1970s, compounded by the excruciating recessions, ended up deepening the gap in the 

social class structure. This sort of gap is overtly presented in the works of Eldridge, an 

example of which can be conversations made between Teresa and Wendy while they struggle 

to change the circumstances of their life by reaching out for a ‘decent bloke’ for whom they 

should “look up the west” although both know “We haven’t got West End Money” (p.17). 

Therefore, Teresa’s providential self, accompanied by her fear of an insecure future in the 

East End, is presented in her disinterestedness in working-class cultural elements which again 

stands in stark contrast with Sonny’s nostalgic attitude towards his social class. In a very 

similar vein to Nick, Teresa speaks of wanting to explore the world outside the East End of 

London: 

Teresa This place, the park, the playground – You remember Wend, when we 

are kids, on the swing. Swinging higher and higher, faster and faster, so 

you could almost feel, you could jump off and you would fly – but you 

don’t. You hold on tight. We lop off each year backwards and forwards 

on that swing, and it gets slower and slower and when you finally want 

to jump – you really want to jump – you’re going nowhere, you’re 

stuck. 

Pause. 

I’m not saying I’m going to fly, … but I can’t be tied here for the rest 

of my life 

Wendy Are you saying you’re leaving? 

Teresa No, no – but I have to be free. I have to have a choice when something 

comes along. 

Wendy What’s coming along? What’s going to turn up round here? (p.20) 
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However, for her the question that coexists with a strong feeling of fear is whether she has the 

adequate competence to reject the traditional ideology that has driven their communal life 

style for decades. She, ironically, is destined to have the conventional worries of the women 

of the East End, because from the outset she keeps preaching some feminist idealistic, yet 

existentialist, opinions while desperately hoping that she is not pregnant from a boy she is not 

seeing anymore. Despite her unconventional views about love and marriage, the progress of 

her presence and expressions in SIU exhibit the powerful tendencies of predetermination in 

which the more prospective concerns and fears of life would ostensibly be replaced by 

mundane anxieties common to her social-class. For this reason, her very last remarks right at 

the end of the play are indicative of hopeless attempts of a discontent individual who is now 

an identical representative of the people she resents while saying “I’ve come on60 … No more 

worries eh, Wend … Wendy?” (p.76). 

Prior to her knowledge of not being pregnant, Teresa declares that she has decided to 

keep the baby if she is pregnant with one. This declaration conveys her coming to terms with 

a broader sentimentality of women’s life that one finds among working-class neighbourhood, 

an absurdist, hopeless perspective that strongly opposes her initial feminist views. However, 

realizing that she is not pregnant, she takes hold of her passive-aggressive attitude again, for 

after seeing Nick’s defacement she entitles herself to state that: “They are all monsters, Wendy 

…” (p. 76). While this claustrophobic play is displaying a limited time frame and restricts its 

scope of space to a specific area and social stratum, Wendy’s final remark in response to 

Teresa’s misandrist comment, emphasizes the magnitude of the late modern individual’s 

discontent with itself: “We’re all monsters, Trese” (Ibid).  

                                                           
60 The verb ‘come on’ refers to menstruation, indicating the character is not pregnant despite her distress. 
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Fears of the Older Generation 

Charlie Rubbish. Round hear? Get off. People from  

      round here only go one way – down. (p.12) 

 

Although the young population of the poor districts of London feared a double consequence 

of the social circumstances, as both their present and their future were enduring the socio-

economic insecurities, the older generation of the East End were equally affected. Being a 

self-complacent and indolent working-class man, possessing the same sociopathic tendencies 

as Sonny, Charlie never seems to be expressing any form of fear or discontent with the poor 

conditions of living. He is very proud of being able to feed his family with retailing small 

objects such as watches and sunglasses on the side of the street, while, as mentioned before, 

relying mainly on the state subsidy. Charlie is fully aware of Val’s infidelity that has resulted 

in her having an affair with Sonny’s cricket team leader, Ryan. Later, he even witnesses Val 

and Nick kissing on the couch without noticing his presence, yet he never expresses a 

generally accepted reaction towards any of Val’s unconventional relationships. On the 

contrary, in order to show his anger and dissatisfaction he demands freedom of action for 

himself and Sonny:  

Charlie Don’t worry, Val, I don’t think you fucked your own son, but just let 

him get on … You know what I’m saying … The pissing boy can’t 

move without you asking where he’s going. Everything anyone does 

you have to have your two penn’orth! It’s like being watched – you 

can’t move – you smother him, like you try to smother me! (p.14-5) 

Although he expresses his edginess with what he considers ‘smothering’, throughout the play 

we are subjected to other realities that contrast with his illusion of being smothered, as Val 

reminds him of never caring about her, Sonny, other people around him or even looking for a 
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decent job. However, after Val’s recollections of his endless negligence, Charlie’s sense of 

self-righteousness allows him to retain his masculine power by saying: 

 Charlie Shut up! Just shut up, just shut up, just shut up!  

 Pause 

You just keep quiet about your stupid poxy men and I don’t give a 

monkey’s, all right! You just make dinner and bake the fucking cake. 

That’s how it is. (p.15) 

Given this, we can see that Eldridge is showing how a working-class male, for whom 

everything has been a failure, on the one hand ends up with a fractured ego and self-esteem 

and on the other hand holds everybody else accountable for his misfortunes. There are two 

major examples of this class-conscious social displacement that are displayed in Charlie’s 

disenchantment with his social condition. His anguish is easily triggered by the idea of 

compromising his working-class pride by someone from a different economic standing, such 

as his brother-in-law, John. He is bothered by John’s success that has earned Val’s sister a 

middle-class life and calls John a ‘bloody ponce’ and thinks that by offering Sonny a job, he 

“looks down his ruddy great nose at us”. In fact, it becomes clear that Charlie has convinced 

Sonny not to take the job offered by John because Charlie believes: “Sonny’s got enough 

money” (p.13). This verbal resentment is uttered as if people like John have brought the 

miserable life upon the lower-class families: “People like John ponce about in the city, taking 

us all for a ride, fiddling millions and I’m the one who gets done for having a few quid off the 

social!” (Ibid). Another example is illustrated through his distressing monologue when he 

hears an approaching police siren after Sonny’s criminal incident happens. Drunkenly having 

a kabab on the side of the road, he absent-mindedly accuses police in an approaching car for 

being the reason why the state subsidy is cut: 
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Charlie Hey – copper! Copper (Pause) Cunt … Fucking shit … (Pause) Law 

… not my fucking law, you bastards! (Pause) You want my dole … 

Have it … fucking have it you bastards … 

He unsteadily reaches with his free hand into a pocket and then tosses out his change 

and a crumbled-up note.  (p.39-40) 

The agonizing reality of the fear of losing even the ‘dole’ is projected only when he is drunk 

and yet he does not attempt at taking the blame for his indolence and lack of responsibility. 

After stating this indignant monologue, in an act of unsteady jumping brought on by his rage 

and resentment, Charlie falls over and all the delusion of independence, strength, and revenge 

gives place to a painful moaning of powerlessness.  

In contrast to Charlie, Val constantly expresses an implied fear of losing track of 

traditional values. She is very concerned about what she considers to be Sonny’s, and 

oftentimes Charlie’s, superfluous, irrational racism and condemns their idleness. Nostalgically 

contemplating her past, she tries to settle her disillusionment with Nick by keeping love and 

affection alive, albeit unconventionally: 

Val It doesn’t matter to me whether you care a jot for me, but the day I stop 

loving, the day I stop caring … The day I don’t want to care … That 

frightens me, Nick. Because I will have become one of them.  

 Nick  Who, Val? 

Val Out there. Like the rest that go on and on and on, day after day … 

(p.43) 

From this conversation she has with Nick, we can grasp her fear of the ‘liquidity’ of love in 

late modern life wherein “relationships are perhaps the most common, acute, deeply felt and 

troublesome incarnations of ambivalence” (Bauman 2003, p. viii). She later even expresses 

her fear of Nick leaving her ‘Just like the others who come and go” (p.43) which again is 

interconnected with the insecure relationships associated with the risk society that aggravates 
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the ambivalence Bauman (2003) refers to. In addition to the grand apprehension of losing the 

traditional sense of love, Val’s presence is symbolically dominated by other forms of anxiety, 

such as fear of human emancipation from other traditional social conducts which is conveyed 

through her obsession with Victoria Sponge cakes. These social traditions can refer to a wide 

range of British, mostly feminine, social interactions such as the traditional British afternoon 

tea and the traditional local gatherings where women share gossip. Due to various socio-

cultural reasons, noted earlier in Chapter 3, which happened in a more national scale as well 

as the local changes mentioned in the introduction to the current chapter, these communal 

traditions started to decline to a point that during mid-1990s the older generation of the female 

population in areas such as the East End of London were rarely able to create the old-fashion 

climate of neighbourhood gatherings (Marriott 2011; Mumford & Power 2004). Given this, 

Val never stops offering, and oftentimes convincing, people to have a slice of manufactured 

Victoria Sponge she buys in a package from the supermarket. Her desperate attempt, I argue, 

in retaining some long-established social conventions throughout the play, however artificial 

and unappealing to other characters, alludes to the anxieties of Val’s generation towards the 

changing social climate towards isolation and self-indulgence. In essence, Charlie’s rejection 

of Val’s constant offers to eat a slice of cake she has brought is again a rejection of the 

prevalent post-industrial life: 

Charlie I liked it when you made it. Now you buy it – out of a packet. I don’t 

like it out of a packet. (p.10) 

In this instance, Victoria Sponge can be seen as a metaphor for the pre-risk society, wherein 

women were able to find the time to spend in the kitchen and prepare a meal for their family; 

where the conventional structure of a secure, nuclear family was at the centre of women’s 

attention and therefore family values had their significance in society. Along with the 
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transition of women’s social status in private and social networks, alongside the introduction 

of consumerist culture where almost all kinds of food had become available in the shops to 

buy out of packets, the incontrollable anxiety of gradual losing track of personal/familial 

values is also inevitable (Beck 1992; Giddens 2002). These are suggested to be the reasons 

behind Charlie’s rejection of mass produced Victoria Sponge. Although Val’s offer of cake is 

usually rejected by most of the other characters, the times they do eat some of the cake, the 

consent appears to be highly repulsive and disturbing to both the person who does the action 

of eating as well as the audience. Charlie’s remarks and the other’s repulsion on the offering 

of the cake, which symbolizes an attempt to retain some social traditions, can be explained in 

two different ways considering the response is expressed through two different generations. In 

Charlie’s case, we can interpret it as his reluctance towards the disposition of some of the 

conventional cultural codes which are in the process of being replaced by the modern, 

manufactured, consumerist conventions, such as the very idea of buying a cake from the 

supermarket instead of baking it at home. Whereas, the repulsion displayed through Nick and 

Ryan can be seen as their detachment with those long-standing conventions in light of their 

progressive and provident mentality. 

 To oppose Charlie and Sonny’s ideology of inculcating others for Britain’s socio-

economic condition in the 1990s, Eldridge represents Val through whom he portrays 

tendencies of self-blaming as well as a realistic view of the self-chosen socio-economic state 

of living. When she hears Nick searches for a job, Val, too, takes initial steps in altering the 

unpleasant and dissatisfying life circumstances and gets a cleaning job in ‘Harrods’. In the 

long monologue Val performs to address Sonny, after which he makes the decision to 

confront Nick, she encapsulates the message Eldridge seems to be hoping to convey: 
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Val … Now I’ll tell you what’s wrong with this country, Sonny. We have become 

mollycoddled. The immigrants are the only people used to hard work. Now 

whatever you say about the Pakistanis, they know how to work. What do I get 

for my cleaning? One-fifty, two quid an hour. Not much. But it gets me by. I’m 

not proud. I don’t mind not having much. People like us have always been 

poor. But I know I’m honest -  an I’ve never needed to take drugs. You lot 

have got it made, Sonny, sitting on your backside claiming the dole and going 

out thieving. (p.74) 

Contrary to the general conception of IYF plays having no redeeming message, one can see 

how the playwright has tried to initially portray the socio-cultural context of one area and the 

economic struggles people from that area grapple with, while putting an end to the play by a 

redemptive solution. By means of a tolerant, pragmatically realist character Eldridge 

emphasizes the need for an introspective stance in evaluation of Britain’s status quo and 

socio-economic predicaments for which the outsiders are being blamed. To accentuate the 

necessity of an alternative attitude towards the dominant social malaise, Val’s presence during 

the final seconds of the play is accompanied by a provoking, yet intensely disturbing, image. 

While everyone is looking at Nick’s stabbed face and Teresa indicates the monstrous 

tendencies she sees within every member of the society, Val, unhappy and anxious by all the 

rejections she gets from everyone, more emphatically than ever insists on having some 

Victoria Sponge: 

Val  Are you going to eat any of this cake? 

Charlie No. 

Val  I’ll eat it then – I’ll eat it. 

… 

Val  Cake 

… 

Val  Cake 

Val breaks off a handful of the cake which she disturbingly stuffs in her mouth. The 

tears roll down her face. 

… 
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Val  I want to eat cake.  

End. (p.76) 

 

In addition to Val’s demand for inward investigation into everyday social functionality, this 

disturbing, yet nostalgic, urge to retain traditions, considering the Victoria Sponge can stand 

for time-honoured customs, portrays her desperate plea to also look for a redemption in long-

lost values.  

Conclusion 

The concept of fear discussed in this chapter in relevance to various elements of anxieties 

displayed through different characters with a variety of ages and worldviews, is drawn from 

the idea that “fear today has a free-floating dynamic and can attach itself to a wide variety of 

phenomena” (Furedi 2006, p. 4). Given the circumstances the characters are left in at the end 

of the play, we could suggest that although Eldridge is not representing a sanguine future for 

either the conformist or the inquisitive characters, he criticizes the social norms of the 

ruptured traditional working-class communities from within. In this respect Furedi (1997) and 

Giddens’s (1992) concept of ‘negative fear’ reveals itself in the self-destructive approach 

some of characters such as Charlie and Sonny represent in their response to the social 

circumstances they hold responsible for their miseries, such as the influx of immigrants who 

are ostensibly taking working-class communities’ job opportunities and houses. Furthermore, 

Eldridge refers to the dissuasive forces existing in the underlying stratifications of society, 

through which he directs our attention to the actual sources of social malaise that has stricken 

the life of people from that very social class. As we encountered Charlie’s superfluous ‘pride 

and prejudice’ in his social class, results in his rejecting a better future for Sonny. Meanwhile, 

Sonny’s mindless admiration of racist and xenophobic remarks dissuades him of searching for 
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the true source of his miseries. Moreover, by representing an exemplary skinhead in the 1990s 

East End of London, Eldridge emphasizes the rupture of traditional working-class life and its 

simultaneous rebirth in a nostalgic, idealistic form among subcultures during that decade. 

Therefore, a self-styled skinhead such as Sonny loses the sense of belonging to the skinhead 

subculture and tries hard to retain a form of community by maintaining friends and family 

relationships. In a very deterministic sense, we can conclude that the negative fears of the 

members of this exemplary society is suggested to have shaped the social imagination of the 

members and they are only looking out for the future through the only gate that imagination 

has opened to them. 
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Chapter Eight 

 

Close Bonds Are Absurd: Depiction of Risk 

Society’s Relationships in Penetrator61 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Following the discussion of the rhetoric of escapist tendencies in the late modern individual’s 

life (see Chapter Six) and the examination of the anxieties associated with culture of fear in 

post-Thatcher London (see Chapter Seven), it is now time to shift the focus towards the 

circumstances dominating other social structures, such as family, friendship, and any forms of 

love related connections such as marriage and cohabitation. Following the post-war social and 

cultural shifts, especially in the women’s rights arena, suddenly, as Beck (2001, p.85) 

indicates: “it was no longer even clear who or what constituted the family. Which types of 

relationship should be described as a family and which should not? Which are normal, which 

deviant? Which ought to be encouraged by the state?” As a result of these complications, 

                                                           
61 Penetrator was first staged at the Travers Theatre, Edinburgh on 12 August 1993 and was transferred to 

London, the Royal Court Theatre Upstairs on 12 January 1994. 
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studies focusing on the structure of family and informal ties became increasingly prevalent 

during the 1960s (see for example Willmott & Young 1962). Consequently, during the late 

1970s to the early 1980s research findings concerning divorce rates and the prevalence of new 

forms of dwelling such as cohabitation and single parenting, accentuated the sociological 

attention on the analysis of modern relationships in general and the family in particular (Smart 

& Neale 1999). Accordingly, sociologists focusing on the notion of the risk society, such as 

Beck (1992; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995, 2001) and Giddens (1991, 1992), contributed 

some parts of their work to the impact of socio-economic changes, modern life insecurities, 

and the circulation of freedoms associated with modern individualization on family lives and 

personal relationships. Building on the case studies of IYF plays presented in the previous two 

chapters, this chapter looks at Anthony Neilson’s Penetrator (1993) to examine how it 

touches upon supposedly normless social relations in post-industrial risk societies. In this 

analysis three various phases of relationships form the categorization of the thematic analysis, 

those three phases being family relations, friendships, and finally relations between genders 

which are represented through the past and present of three friends, named Max, Allan, and 

Tadge. Unlike the previous plays discussed in Chapters Six and Seven, Penetrator consists of 

various strong symbolic elements such as teddy bears, connotations to British TV shows of 

the 1960s and 1970s, as well as the title of the play itself, all of which will be analysed and 

discussed in relation to their relevance to the sociological framework of the thesis. Therefore, 

the analysis relies on both the textual representations of the comments the characters of the 

play make and the symbolic gestures and elements depicted throughout the play. 

Background  
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The changes in the state policies regarding the support for families and individuals to both 

care for themselves and for each other, the economic transformations and the youth training 

programs implemented by the government which were replacing the conventional system of 

employment (also discussed in Chapter Seven), among many other changes, resulted in 

fundamental shifts in family structure including the rise in rates of cohabitation, single 

parenting, and one-person households under pension age62. These changes, Williams (2004, p. 

11) indicates, were also exacerbated by the pattern of women’s presence both inside the 

family and in the workforce: 

Women’s participation in the labour market has increased; housing costs have risen; 

children are financially dependent on their parents for longer; there is less experience 

of lifelong marriage; a multicultural and global society makes for a diversity of family 

traditions and for care commitments which may stretch across continents. Women 

having fewer children, or having them later or not at all, along with an ageing society, 

have also served to alter the courses of our lives compared with previous generations. 

The primary focus of research on post-war family structure has been on the transformation 

from the nuclear family, wherein everyone including men, women and children know their 

position in the family structure, to the prevailing appropriation of new forms of relationships 

such as gay relations and marriage, step-families, families of ‘ex’ husband/wife, and even 

cohabitation with either partners or close friends. The newly established social structure 

exhibited a more fluid and normless attitude in comparison to the traditionally accepted forms 

of interaction between the individuals. 

                                                           
62 For more information on the rates of changes in family patterns refer to Williams 2004 pages 11-15.  
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Although, there are contrasting views on both the benefits (Beck 1992; Beck & Beck-

Gernsheim 1995, 2001) as well as disadvantages of the changes in the family structure 

(Morgan 1995, 2000; Murray 1990), these diverse viewpoints are never entirely disengaged 

with one another as most of the research on the sociology of the family and relationships 

(Adams & Allan 1989; Allan 1998; Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Corr & Jamieson 1990; 

Finch 2007; Giddens 1992; Morgan 1996) reflect on both dimensions of the familial shifts. 

The sociology of family studies mainly focuses on how the structural shifts of the family and 

kinship have affected the modern individual’s perspective on the notion of intimacy and the 

quality of interaction with close and loved ones. Given this, in alignment with the overarching 

themes of the play analysed in this chapter, the emphasis is placed on the deterrent and 

destructive impacts of the reformation of modern interactions on members of an exemplary 

atomised society depicted in Penetrator. Regarding Giddens’ and Beck’s standing point in the 

discussion of family life and intimacy, the chapter tends to mainly reflect on their views on 

the detrimental impacts of modernized relationships.  

 With the advent of individualization came, also, the corresponding precarious freedom 

of choice, wherein the self has to constantly make decisions and choose from various life-

changing options ahead of him/her to establish an identity in the late modern society. 

Moreover, the elimination of traditional, stabilized boundaries confining human relations such 

as long-term relations and nuclear family, modern individuals have realized that “networks of 

affection are not simply given by virtue of blood or marriage but are negotiated and shaped by 

us, over time and place” (Williams 2004, p. 17). In these seemingly endless negotiations of 

interest and common grounds between the ones involved in a relationship, one is required to 

come to terms with the insecurity of his/her attachment to the other person. Giddens (1992, p. 
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58) introduces this insecure, ever-fluctuating form of intimacy as ‘pure relationship’ and 

states: 

… a social relationship is entered into for its own sake, for what can be derived by 

each person from a sustained association with another; and which is continued only in 

so far as it is thought by both parties to deliver enough satisfaction for each individual 

to stay within it. 

This notion of ‘pure relationship’ is introduced as opposed to traditional marriage wherein the 

couples are bound to a series of fixed norms tied to sexuality by means of love. Whereas, in 

‘pure relationship’, which in Giddens’ (ibid) words, is ‘a generic restructuring of intimacy’ 

and no one is obliged to a lifetime commitment as he/she is aware of the rights one has to 

replace the partner with a more suitable or compatible one. The freedom to make decisions 

any time one needs a change and the privilege to write one’s own biography, shape the 

ideology behind an individualized life in which the prosperity of the self comes first. Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, 2001) introduce this shift in both the structure and the content of 

family as ‘the meta-transformation of family’. For Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p.5) this 

‘ego epidemic’ can turn into a nightmare where people are trapped in a lonely place “where 

they have to take over responsibility for themselves, make their own decisions and imperil 

their own lives and loves, tasks for which they are not prepared and for which their 

upbringing has not equipped them”. Picking up Beck’s point on the concept of upbringing of 

the individuals who are now involved in the process of individualization in risk society, what 

is also discussed and displayed in Neilson’s plays are the mindset of the young generation of 

the 1990s in light of the familial relationships they experienced during their childhood. 

Considering the prevailing transformative initiatives dominating the family life from the 



218 
 

1970s, the characters are represented to be mentally affected by those reformations to a point 

that two of the three characters are exhibited to no longer trust the previously accepted and 

widely acknowledged social institutions such as family and marriage.  

Anthony Neilson (1967-) 

One of the Scottish playwrights of IYF theatre, Neilson was born into an artistic family where 

his father was a playwright and theatre director. Starting his career as a playwright in 

Edinburgh, he moved to London in the late 1980s to become one of the pioneers of 

provocative theatre of Britain during the 1990s. Although Nielson, as a child, had suffered 

from widespread economic decline dominating Britain, his work never addresses class-related 

issues as did the work of the other playwrights, such as Ridley and Eldridge, whose work is 

discussed in this thesis. Similar to the content of Kane and Ravenhill’s works, Neilson’s plays 

largely revolve around inner fears of human psyche and questions of social injustice in a 

broader context. Yet, unlike many of his contemporary emerging playwrights, Neilson 

developed a habit of completing the writing process during the rehearsal, leaving a significant 

space for improvisation based on probable reactions of the audience discussed among the 

production team during the process of rehearsal. Thus, Neilson attempts at benefiting from the 

direct interaction with the audiences by examining the experimental limitations of theatre and 

escalating the sensational impact of the content of his work. 

 He was noticed as a controversial playwright by Normal: The Dusseldorf Killer 

(1991), in which he gives a fictional account of Peter Kurten, a German serial killer of the 

1930s, with graphic images of distressing childhood, sexual assault, and murder. While the 

storyline of Normal borrows some facts from the life and crimes of Kurten, the fictional 

lawyer, Justus Wehner, gives the play the urgency of more contemporary issues that revolve 
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around the state of late modern risk society, such as normalization of moral decay, moral 

uncertainties, and complication of human relationships (see also Chapter Four). Moreover, 

Neilson devotes the major theme of the play to the concept of family and its influential role in 

structuring the beliefs, system of values and moral understanding of a social being. Although 

the plot story of Normal was intense enough to raise outrage among the critics and diverse 

reactions from the audiences and it was one of the rarer subject matters to be performed on 

stage, the theatrical innovation in engaging the audience with the act of murdering and leaving 

the audience with questions of morality and social ethics escalated the potency of the subject 

matter. Neilson’s second hit, Penetrator (1993), proved the emergence of a disturbing, though 

provoking, irresistibly gripping theatre, which had an immense impact on other IYF 

playwrights’ view of theatre, as, along with Kane and Ravenhill, he was considered ‘the big 

three of IYF Theatre’ (Sierz, 2001).  

Neilson’s last play of the millennium, the prize winning The Censor (1997), was also 

vilified by many critics for its confronting sexual imagination and obscene language. 

Neilson’s plays, similar to most of the other IYF works, scrutinize the modern individual’s 

moral codes by examining ethical limitations of the given social conducts and, oftentimes, 

crossing the intimate boundaries of individuals in a public sphere. It is noteworthy that 

Neilson is one of the few IYF playwrights whose post-IYF works continued to be identified 

with provocation and confrontation, such as Stitching (2002), which had huge walk-outs in its 

debut at the Edinburgh Festival and was banned in Malta (2009) 63, where Neilson had to 

appear in court and defend the controversial issues addressed in his work64. Given this, it can 

                                                           
63 For further information see these articles from the Guardian: 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/2002/aug/05/edinburgh02.edinburgh 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/theatreblog/2009/feb/20/anthony-neilson-stitching-ban-play 

 
64 See Andrew Johnson’s (2010) article in Independent, cited from: 
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be argued that the primary motif dominating Neilson’s works are conflicted intimate 

relationships and dysfunctional sexual behaviours within modern communications. In 

discussing these issues, he, arguably, places emphasis on the need to direct our attention to 

dysfunctional personal interactions between atomised individuals to contemplate on the 

direction our newly self-oriented and malfunctioning relationships is heading.  

Plot Summary of Penetrator  

One of the most sexually explicit plays attributed to IYF, Penetrator begins with pornographic 

fantasies of a soldier, to be identified later as Tadge, standing at the side of a road attempting 

to get a lift. The sexual fantasies of the soldier are represented in the form of an ‘ominous’, 

‘deep and subhuman’ voiceover that reoccurs throughout the play, with several scenes being 

entirely dedicated to the erotically disturbing narration of those fantasies. What the voiceover 

indicates in the first short scene is, artfully, carried on by Max, another character in the play, 

to begin the second scene where, he is sexually gratifying himself before his flat mate, Alan, 

comes home. Max and Alan are long-standing friends living together in a ‘cheaply furnished’ 

flat, spending most of their time ‘getting stoned’, playing cards, and making indecorous jokes 

about girls and sex. The intimacy between Max and Alan is emphasized by their in-jokes and 

allusions to various old and current TV show characters and events, the purpose of which is to 

invoke particular childhood memories (this will be discussed further later in the chapter). In 

an appendix to the play script, Neilson (1998, p. 118), further, puts more emphasis on this 

intimacy, indicating “Penetrator was a very personal project. Not only was it loosely based 

on a real-life event, it was written for, and performed by, me and two long-standing friends”. 

                                                           
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/anthony-neilson-are-you-sitting-comfortably-well-not-for-

long-2158119.html 
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In the same appendix, he also, intermittently, draws attention to the fact that none of the 

celebrity names, songs, TV shows, and references to specific wars need to be retained as the 

director is free to “adapt the script to suit the topical news” (Ibid) of the period. Notes of this 

kind, quite rare to play-scripts, can suggest Neilson’s effort in broadening the scope of the 

subject matter addressed in Penetrator. 

Tremendously affected by a recent break-up with a girl named Laura, Max speaks 

negatively of relationships, family bonds, and prevailing feminist ideologies in society. In 

contrast, Alan is a vegetarian who respects ideological boundaries, and tries to inherently 

resist sexual jokes. While these two create a very cosy, yet unseemly, aura with their 

haphazardness, Tadge enters the show bringing with him a relentless sense of threat and 

impending violence which constantly hovers above the characters’ heads and the audiences’ 

alike. A sexually disoriented and mentally deranged ‘squaddie’, Tadge takes refuge in these 

old friends’ flat from a group of Penetrators who, he believes, had taken him hostage in ‘a 

black room’. He believes he has been followed by a group of three or four people who intend 

to kill him because he has found out that they are penetrators. Theses penetrators, he 

apparently imagines, “stick things up you. Up your arse” to “kill me so I can never tell. And 

then they’ll destroy all my files like I was never here” (p.84-5). From the minute Tadge enters 

the flat he suspects Alan to be one of the Penetrators. For that reason, Tadge attempts at 

simulating the same threatening acts (these acts and what they resemble are discussed during 

the thematic analysis) on Alan while forcing him to confess his engagement with the 

Penetrators. Tadge’s convulsive presence unveils not only secrets about his own past and the 

nature of his sexual attraction to Max, but Alan’s infidelity to Max as well. Neilson, as a male 

playwright, unquestionably delves into the masculine emotions of the three characters in the 

play with ideological and behavioural differences existing between all three. However, it is, 
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arguably, too cursory to only focus on the demonstration of violence and inner-self conflicts, 

while the play can be also suggestive of more fundamental and broader conflicts that are 

represented through exemplary individuals as social agencies of their generation. Given this, 

in the next section I draw on Penetrator’s underlying themes that are arguably linkable to the 

greater social and familial dysfunctionalities dominating the decade. The following analysis 

suggests the playwright attempts to display his concerns regarding the transformation of the 

individuals living in the risk society trapped in modern relationships, from family bonds and 

kinship, to friendship and partnership.  

A Blemished Family Portrait 

Max Families are built on fucking. Fucking and secrets. (p.74) 

During the post-war decades, specifically from the 1950s to the 1970s, the notion of family 

witnessed a highly demanding transition wherein the strictly-defined traditional familial ties, 

where everyone in the family was familiar with the responsibilities associated with this bond, 

started to give its place to precarious relationships, with highly fluid and flexible settings. In 

such state of precariousness even in relation to how the concept of family should be 

understood by the members within this social institution, the individual’s decisions, attitudes, 

and behaviours regarding family and marriage also take an uncertain quality wherein, as Beck 

and Beck-Gernsheim (1995, p. 16) state: 

It is no longer clear whether one should get married or live together, whether one 

should conceive and raise a child inside or outside the family, whether the father is the 

man one should live with or the man one loves who is living with someone else or 
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whether one should do any of these things before, after or while concentrating on 

one’s career. 

During these three decades, young children and teenagers were extremely under the impact of 

the transitional processes of shifting from nuclear family to fragmented precarious family 

structures, wherein the parents were struggling to come to terms with changing values and 

regulations to either sustain a meaningful relationship within the nuclear family or break it 

into smaller fragments. For instance, with the divorce rate rising from four percent in 1971 to 

eight percent in 1988 in Britain (Kiernan 2017), the children of single mother families were 

increasingly introduced to reconstituted families where most of their childhood is split 

between the parents and they also are forced into remarriages of one or both parents. The 

impact of the transition period on these children who became the young adults of the 1980s 

and 1990s was multidimensional as they, also, experienced various changes in their personal 

life as school-leavers who were not able to find jobs like the school-leavers of earlier decades 

did. As part of a state-sponsored solution to tackle unemployment, the Thatcher government 

introduced the Youth Training Scheme (YTS) in 1980 which was a two-year program of work 

experience offering some on-the-job training. Thus as Brown (in Chisholm et al. 1990, p. 59) 

observes:  

Over a quarter of all 16-year-olds are now on a YTS and this proportion is likely to 

increase because school-leavers who refuse a YTS will no longer be able to claim 

financial support from the state until they are 18 years of age. 

However, this scheme increased the rate of unemployment because it intensified the market’s 

demand on young people and exacerbated the unpleasant employment circumstances and as a 

result the young individuals remained dependent on family’s support for a greater number of 
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years. This condition worsened in the early 1980s by the rolling back of state benefits as: “A 

primary purpose of the government had been to transfer power and responsibility wherever 

appropriate from the state to the family” (MacDonald 1998, p. 59). Inevitably the role of 

family and its presence in the individual’s life has already been withered away and the 

government’s emphasis on the family as a means of support had no other fate but failure: 

It is hard to escape the conclusion that the young have been deliberately selected as 

easy targets in the assault against benefits. Unemployment, poverty and homelessness 

have become for a minority of young people, tragically linked as their rights to 

independent income and housing benefits have been lost. (Andrews & Jacobs 1990, p. 

74)  

Even with all the various measures taken by the Thatcher Government during the early 1980s 

such as “youth opportunities”, “bridge to work” (see Williamson in MacDonald 1998), and 

YTS to overcome the youth employment crisis, as noted earlier (also see Chapter Three) 

young people remained economically marginalized and deprived from productively engaging 

with the labour market. For the young people of the 1980s into the 1990s the complicated 

relationship between market and education was doubled by the new living arrangements 

discussed earlier in the chapter as well as the increasing decline in the family structure. The 

cumulative effect of dysfunctionalities within the family, work, and education system became 

even more effectual under the conditions of risk society wherein the individual was led to a 

highly self-gratifying individualized interaction with other people, dominated by the rules 

what Giddens calls ‘pure relationship’. The new system of familial values practiced within the 

family was increasingly accelerating the prevalence of fluidity in family responsibilities and 

ties and as Winter and Connolly (in Pilcher & Wagg 1996, p. 31) indicate: 
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The state had progressively taken away the rights and responsibilities that had 

traditionally been placed with parents and had, in turn, created a new set of values 

within the family, based around those of selfishness and dependency. Not only were 

children being increasingly taught these new values but were also being given the 

wrong role models through the breakdown of marriage and the proliferation of 

‘inadequate family structures and poor family practices’. 

While the cumulation of various socio-cultural and economic changes were burdening on 

young members of the transforming societies of the 1980s, Beck and Beck-Gernsheim (1995) 

believe, as discussed in the introduction to this chapter, the circumstances of their upbringing 

did not prepare the young adults for the realities of the transformations as the parents (who are 

responsible for the upbringing) were also struggling to comprehend the changes and their 

impacts on their lives. This generation, also commonly referred to as Generation X (Coupland 

1991), form the society pictured in most IYF plays (see also Chapter Six), including 

Penetrator. This being said, Generation X, we can argue, has struggled to discover a concrete 

definition of the concepts of family and relationships and how they are positioned in the 

personal life of the atomised individual of the risk society. For these reasons, what we 

encounter in IYF plays65, as a common socio-economic setting, is a group of young 

unemployed people living in an apartment bereft of any conventional link with family, marital 

relations, labour market, and other traditional frameworks such as religion. Among other 

playwrights of the genre, Neilson’s focus on the increasing dysfunctions of familial structure 

seeks the traits of family dismantlement in a broader landscape than the family itself. In the 

play, Year of the Family (1994), which came a year after Penetrator, Neilson mainly 

                                                           
65 To name but a few: Philip Ridley’s The Pitchfork Disney (1991); Jez Butterworth’s Mojo (1996); Joe Penhall’s 

Some Voices (1994); Mark Ravenhill’s Shopping and Fucking (1996) and Some Explicit Polaroids (1999). 
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articulates the loss of familial bonds and individual’s in vain attempts to find a replacement. 

More importantly, the mental effects of parents’ separation are portrayed through the 

individual decisions of two half-sisters. Likewise, in Penetrator Neilson suggests that the 

modern family dismantlement starts affecting the individual’s mental state and belief system 

from early stages of life and that in turn has largely transformed the social mindset of the late 

modern individual. However, unlike the direct exhibition of these impacts on individuals in 

Year of the Family, in Penetrator the character’s perspective on family is discussed through 

their view on their childhood and the time they spent in family by means of symbolic 

attributes such as the TV shows they used to love as children. Accordingly, in defining the 

framework in which the modern family is functioning, Neilson elaborates on the way the late 

modern individual regards his/her childhood and the cultural elements associated with it. 

Hence, his representation of childhood is neither nostalgic nor retrospective, rather a 

modernist detachment from the past which is followed by a sense of unrecognized 

displacement, or maybe detachment, in the present life of the characters. 

Although there is little information about the childhood background of each of the 

three main characters in the play, the circumstances surrounding their formative years are 

depicted through the character’s reactions pertinent to what is being the topic of their 

conversation at any specific time. As mentioned in the plot summary, the second scene starts 

with Max’s sexually gratifying himself with the help of a porn magazine right before Alan 

comes home. Then, we encounter his embarrassment over his actions demonstrated by his 

precipitance to hide the magazine somewhere the stage direction for which goes as follows: 

“As if electrocuted he leaps up, grabbing the magazine. No time to hide it, so he stuffs it in his 

shirt and tries to look relaxed” (p.63). He later finds time to hide the magazine under a 

cushion, which Alan almost lifts trying to find the TV remote to derisively get an update on 
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more places raided in Baghdad. Preventing him from going forward to lift the cushion, Max 

quickly confesses that he has thrown the remote control out much to Alan’s surprise. Max, 

then, begins to convince Alan that there seems to be nothing worth watching and most of the 

programs shown on TV are the repetition of the old shows such as ‘Starsky and Hutch’:  

Max  There’s fuck all on anyway. 

Alan  Like what? 

Max  Starsky and Hutch was on. 

Alan  Brilliant. 

Max  It was Shite. 

Alan  I used to love Starsky and Hutch! 

Max  So did I. 

Alan I had a friend and his room was covered in posters of Starsky and 

Hutch, and he had the little car and all the books and I was jealous of 

him. Totally jealous. I refuse to believe that Starsky and Hutch was 

shite. 

Max Rrrrriiiiinnngg!! This Is Your Wake-Up Call. It was shite. It was shite 

then and it’s shite now. It was all shite. The Persuaders, The 

Protectors, The Invaders, The Avengers, The fucking Waltons, 

Thunder-fucking-birds, The Man from Bollocks66, The Hair-Bear 

Fucks, Mary Mungo and fucking Midge, all of it shite. (p.66) 

Max’s comments convey his resentment towards what he used to believe in as a child and his 

deliberate action of dismissal also indicates the transcendence of his resentment into the 

present. Such unrelenting strong statements of resentment are not simply one person’s 

expression of favouring some show or game over some other, but demonstrate a more 

underlying sentiment, considering Max’s continuous impressions of this kind throughout the 

                                                           
66 He is referring to The Man from the U.N.C.L.E., a spy fiction American series following the counter-espionage 

actions of two secret agents working for United Network Command for Law and Enforcement. 
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play. The shows he refers to are mostly detective, world-saver67 shows of the 1960s and 1970s 

that he, apparently, used to be very passionate about. His disapproving attitude towards these 

shows can be interpreted in relevance to two disenchanting dimensions regarding Max’s life. 

On the one hand, all the shows he names were all very widely watched shows in the 1960s 

and early 1970s. They were shows that had the potential to get the family together and create 

an environment for all the members of the family to spend some cheerful time within the still 

socially recognized organization of family. In this respect, Neilson, arguably, suggests that 

with the collapse of the familial values prevailing those decades, such shows seem quite 

vacuous and are bereft of any valuable meaning for the young adults who are detached from 

the concept of family. On the other hand, looking at the thematic similarity between most of 

the shows serves to indicate that years have passed since Max had hope in someone coming to 

save the world, or bring justice to society. This, moreover, can reflect Max’s broader cynicism 

toward the real world he has seen as an adult. Now, spending years reflecting on the 

unfairness of the socio-economic system and spending his pre-teen and teenage years in the 

shattering confusion of the aforementioned transitions, he has learned that ‘it was shite then 

and it is shite now’. The pronoun, ‘it’, here refers to the shows Max is talking about. 

However, it can again be suggestive of Max’s sceptical overview of the world as it has failed 

in fulfilling his aspirations for a satisfying future.  

The nature of the mistrust that has undermined Max’s mind-set and mannerism 

emanates from a wider mistrust that prevailed the society of the time. This resentment of once 

loved TV shows is only a smokescreen Max uses to conceal his hatred and disillusionment 

with childhood beliefs and hopes. Throughout the play, he refuses to remember his childhood 

                                                           
67 The Persuaders, The Protectors, The Avengers, The Thunderbird and The Man from U.N.C.L.E were all shows 

reflecting on the stories of a group of two or more people who were fighting against evil forces to save innocent 

citizens.  
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memories with his best friend, Tadge (later, this relationship and its resemblance in the 

present will be elaborated on more thoroughly), and he only expresses contemptuous and 

derisive feeling towards family as if his preference is to avoid all that is linked to childhood, 

while defending his preference by saying: “When I became a man, I put away childish things” 

(p.74). Conveying no factual sense, this statement can only indicate how Max seems to be in a 

stage of self-deception that allows him to blot out past socio-familial circumstances. He is 

now an unemployed college graduate who spends most of his time drinking, smoking 

marihuana, and looking at porn magazines for sexual satisfaction. Seemingly the future he has 

pictured for himself is far from the life he leads now which, we can argue, has resulted in such 

unsurmountable disillusionment.  

Moreover, while speaking of his deep-seated aversion to old TV shows, Max adopts 

voices of celebrities such as Bruce Forsyth and Roger Moore when talking to Alan who seems 

to be eagerly consenting to follow the game of playing voices68. The reason these two utilize 

this distancing method while communicating with each other can be interpreted in relation to 

two various contexts. One interpretation eventuates from an inward examination of the nature 

of the friendship between Max and Alan in which neither feel comfortable making direct 

contact with the other person. Therefore, they choose to imitate a familiar voice that can cover 

all the discomfort in their relationship (I will return to this interpretation in the second part of 

this analysis). However, looking at their habit from a different viewpoint, we can suggest a 

broader scope of discontent with not only a friend, but the self in particular. This being said, 

the interpretation of Max and Alan’s relationship in Penetrator serves as an illustration of the 

individual’s struggle with reflective modernity, wherein the self is repeatedly disappointed 

                                                           
68 There is no sign of imitation of any kind when Alan and Max communicate with Tadge.  
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with the outcome of the everyday decisions he/she needs to make while being exposed to the 

‘precarious freedom’ of deciding upon choices which results in replacing of a ‘standard 

biography’ with a ‘choice biography’ (Beck & Beck-Gernsheim 1995). In Beck (2001) and 

Giddens’s (1991) view the reflexive self is a fragile social entity wracked with self-doubt, as 

the self is subject to constant identity reinterpretation. This process signifies life as a 

‘reflexive project’, in which the self “more or less continues to interrogate past, present and 

future” (Giddens 1992, p. 30) to emotionally “reconstruct the past in order to project a 

cohesive narrative towards the future” (ibid, p.60). In this project the individual, is inevitably, 

yet reciprocally, exposed to self-realization, self-appropriation, self-denial, and yet again self-

realization in order to be capable of replacing the outdated identity with an identity which is 

more compatible with the ever-changing demands of society on the individual as a social 

actor. This condition is compounded by the socio-political insecurities imposed upon the self 

by the increasing unemployment rates, the downward trend in life satisfaction, and the 

uncertain future ahead. The self-discontent and self-loathing experienced daily by the 

individual, undoubtedly, needs to be, either overcome by a method such as the self-therapy 

utilized by Nadia in SEP (see Chapter Six) or derailed by a self-distancing method such as the 

adoption of voices and mannerism of TV show personalities employed by Max and Alan. 

Thus, someone like Max is not only disillusioned with his childhood and attempts to reject 

what he favoured as a child or teenager but also arguably disconnects from his current self by 

being another person, even if only for a moment of laughter this brings with a flat mate.  

As mentioned earlier, Neilson deals extensively with the notion of family and his 

characters demonstrate various perceptions of how modern life and reflexive individualization 

shapes familial structure in a non-traditional environment. In Penetrator, too, we encounter 

Max’s reproaching attitude towards family accompanied by Tadge’s bemusement in how 
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familial relationships are defined. Max never mentions having any form of communication 

with his family, which again resembles his detachment from any certain form bond with his 

family members. In addition to his own negligence towards this social institution, he also 

condemns Alan for still visiting his mother and sustaining a relationship with someone who 

he compares to ‘elephants’. Alan, on the other hand, seems to be visiting his mother often. In 

our first encounter with Alan he is back from one of those visits with a bag full of groceries 

his mother has given to him which includes ‘a tin of Plumrose Bacon Grill’: 

Max  But you’re a vegetarian. 

Alan  But you’re not. 

Max  There’s still two tins left. You should never have said you like them. 

Alan  It was fifteen years ago. 

Max  Mothers and elephants never forget. 

Alan As soon as I get in, she’s on at me to take my jacket off. You know me: 

I like to keep my jacket on, but no – (Nagging voice) ‘You won’t feel 

the benefit when you go out again. You won’t feel the benefit. You 

won’t feel the benefit.’ So I said to her in that case, surely when it’s 

summer, I should put a jacket on when I get in, so that when I go out I 

can feel the benefit of taking it off. (pause) 

Max nods, smiling at the familiarity of it.  

Max  As it was so shall it ever be. (p.64) 

Even at this point where a conventional personal interaction is represented, it is rather 

pictured through its preposterous nature. Since this is the opening scene where Max and Alan 

are introduced to the audience, Max’s antifamily tendencies are revealed from the outset. 

While Alan’s visits give an optimistic sense that familial bonds have not perished altogether, 

the fact that Alan’s mother doesn’t know her son’s interests and habits illustrate a significant 

lack of communication that can be suggestive of a more widespread absence of intimacy 

between parents and children. The fact that Alan’s mother has no knowledge of his son’s diet 
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which is in fact a representation of his set of beliefs, authenticates Max’s opinion towards the 

meaninglessness of familial relationships to which he responds with a self-asserting nod and 

smile.  

One of the most significant motifs used in Penetrator is the teddy bear that belongs to 

Alan who is teased for being ‘faggot’, ‘gay’, or markedly effeminate by Max and Tadge. 

Interestingly enough, most of the advertising posters of various productions of the play from 

1993 to the present as well as the selected cover image for newspaper articles and books69 

depict a teddy bear’s torn head or headless body. The emphasis on this symbol signifies the 

importance of what it alludes to throughout the play. A teddy bear is usually represented as a 

symbol of affection, love, softness, and familial tenderness in general. It can even be 

associated with childhood and one’s attachment to the pleasant memories of the days one 

would spend with family. However, Neilson utilizes this motif to demonstrate the destructive 

mannerism of the new generation towards or about the modern concept of family. For this 

reason, we are exposed to the two most outrageous and intense scenes of the play wherein 

Alan’s teddies are being assaulted and finally shredded once by Max and at the end of the 

play by Tadge. After some serious arguments about how Max views women in general and 

his ex-girlfriend in particular, Alan stops engaging with Max’s jokes and they end up playing 

some game of cards in silence. In order to taunt Alan for being disinterested in most of his 

jokes, Max grabs his ‘two ragged soft’ teddy bears and stimulates copulation between them, 

an action which starts off as an ice-breaker and finishes with another serious discussion: 

                                                           
69 To see examples of these advertisement posters and article reviews of Penetrator see: 
http://gingerhibiscus.com/review-penetrator-at-the-hope-theatre/ 
http://www.newyorktheatreguide.com/news/may07/penetrator27may07.htm 
 

http://gingerhibiscus.com/review-penetrator-at-the-hope-theatre/
http://www.newyorktheatreguide.com/news/may07/penetrator27may07.htm
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Max This is getting me hot. These are a couple of hot teddies you’ve 

got here. I don’t know how you ever got any sleep. 

Alan (in Brucie70 voice) I Think they’ve had enough! 

Max   Because I was getting so horny there I felt like joining in.  

Smiling evilly, he makes threats to unzip his flies and sodomize one of the teddies. 

After a good-natured tussle, Alan manages to wrest the teddies from Max’s grasp. 

Max What do you think they do on their picnic? After the food’s 

gone and they’re tanked up on Bucky? They’re beasts of the 

wild. 

Alan   They are not beasts of the wild. They’re part of the family. 

Max Families are built on fucking. Fucking and secrets. (pause.) 

When I became a man, I put away childish things. 

Alan You didn’t put anything away. You gave that giraffe thing to 

Laura and she set fire to it. (p.74) 

Considering the symbol the teddy bears stand for and Alan’s remark that ‘they’re part of the 

family’, the assault can be suggestive of how Max views family, kinship, and the values 

associated with it. Moreover, this confounding act is aggravated by Max’s remarks that 

‘families are built on fucking. Fucking and secrets’. While, as noted earlier, there is no 

mention of any childhood memories in which Max’s family is involved, Max is clearly in an 

uncomfortable and unpleasant position when conversations are linked to childhood in 

anyway. Even in the context of the intercourse between the bears, after his strongly cynical 

statement, he again reminds himself and Alan that he is entirely detached from his childhood, 

something which Alan opposes by reminding him of the toy giraffe he gave to Laura, his ex-

girlfriend, sometime ago. Given the accumulation of various instances of disillusionment with 

                                                           
70 As mentioned earlier Alan and Max adopt celebrity voices, one of which is Bruce Forsyth. Forsyth was host of 

the famous British game-show The Generation Game in the 1970s who “ha[d] the habit of repeating the last 

word of people’s sentences” (p.118) 
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childhood71 which is, again, in direct association with family, we can argue his statement is 

highly linkable to his views on the futility of any sort of kinship that is possible to be 

interpreted in light of risk society’s perception of modern relationships. Although risk society 

scholars such as Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991) study the formation of the self as a very 

individualized process, as Gillies, Holland, and McCarthy (in Allan & Jones 2003, p. 35) in a 

study on young people’s transition from childhood to adulthood indicate, “growing up and 

becoming adult is shaped by the continuing relevance of ‘family’ relationships to the lives and 

experiences of young people”. Accordingly, Max’s image of family is very much under the 

influence of his experiences within the transitional process from childhood to adulthood. 

However, with no evidence of the property of his familial relationships, a retrospective 

analysis of his attitude sits uncomfortably with the aim of this study. Therefore, what needs to 

be discussed based on the context in which the quoted play-script is communicated, is the 

state of his present relationships and his pessimistic opinion on the future of familial bonds.  

When the second scene approaches to its end, Max begins a highly misogynistic 

conversation (which will be the theme of the final analytical section of the existing chapter) 

with Alan condemning feminists and women in general for disempowering men in late 

modern societies. Afterwards, the very concise third scene, like the first scene, engages the 

audience with the sexually disturbing accounts of a group seemingly raping a ‘little rent-boy 

bitch’, uttered by the voiceover. The final statements of that scene are taken up by Max in the 

fourth scene to be applied on the teddy bears copulation. Considering the setting in which 

Max performs his puppet show and subsequently reflects on the foundations of family, we can 

                                                           
71 Neilson himself, strongly emphasizes this idea in the final notes he provides as an appendix to the play-script 

and asserts: “This next section mentions various television shows from the characters’ childhood. Again, adapt to 

suit but bear in mind that disillusionment with childhood is a theme of the play, especially in Max’s case.” 

(p.118) 
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easily see the connections the playwright attempts to make in regard to Max’s ideological 

conflict with childhood, family, women, and relationships (with Alan’s reference to Laura’s 

involvement with the giraffe, the conversation moves forward to Max’s view on his 

relationship with Laura). Considering the shattering circumstances that the nuclear family is 

being forced into, due to late modernization and globalization shifts in the millennial decade, 

the traditional values ascribed to pre-risk family is consequently damaged to a great extent. It 

is in this context that someone like Max identifies modern kinship with nothing but ‘fucking 

and secrets’ that alludes to the profane and intricate nature of ‘post-familial family’ Beck 

(2001) defines. The notion of the ‘post-familial family’ reflects on the functional shift of the 

family in which “The family lost its function as a working and economic unit and started up a 

new relationship with the labour market” (ibid, p.89). Beck considers this shift a result of 

individualization which in turn makes the family a platform for ‘daily balancing act’ and ‘do-

it-yourself project’ of each member of the family and as a result: 

The character of everyday family life is gradually changing: people used to be able to 

rely upon well-functioning rules and models, but now an ever-greater number of 

decisions are having to be taken. More and more things must be negotiated, planned, 

personally brought about. And not least in importance is the way in which questions of 

resource distribution, of fairness between members of the family, have come to the 

fore. (ibid, p.91) 

This reciprocal process of planning and negotiating the daily responsibilities of the members 

of family, which also includes any sort of emotional responsibility one has towards the others, 

can bring about all the uncertainties, mistrusts, and questions one might have while trying to 

locate him/herself in the framework of the new concept of family. This sort of process gives 
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us an image of an ongoing complicated project wherein everyone in the family struggles to 

present a biography to the others despite all the unsolved questions and uncertainties existing 

in the yet-to-be-modified self. Therefore, the image of family for Max consists of only 

‘fucking and secrets’. Although the intensity of Max’s outrageous gesture is barely 

comparable to the second teddy bear scene that will be discussed shortly, in which the teddies 

are dismembered, the brutality of conducting a desensitized, senseless sexual act of human 

bonding between toys that are commonly associated with childhood innocence is symbolically 

disturbing. This again, reflects on Max’s view on the detachment of sexual desire and 

affection with creation of the family which presents his opinion of this social institution as an 

emotionless bonding of self-oriented atomised individuals.  

 In addition to Max’s pessimism towards the idea of family, we are subject to another 

example of anti-familial tendencies, this time from a mentally deranged sociopath about 

whose past Neilson tends to be revealing more pieces of information throughout the play. 

From the outset Tadge’s presence is accompanied by a fundamental sense of uncertainty 

about his own identity and familial bonds. He appears with marks of blood on his jacket and 

while conciliating Max of the shock, he sedately asserts: “It’s all right man. It’s not mine” 

(p.77). He, then, declares that he’s been discharged from the army and soon will be sent 

eighty thousand pounds, an uncertain amount which changes throughout the play, indicating 

that Tadge is fictionalizing a payback by the army. This declaration is followed by another 

debatable comment by which he reveals to Max and Alan that Ronnie is not his real father: “it 

was in my file. I saw it written on my file. They know everything about everyone. It was in 

my file” (p.80). As a solder on-the-run, Tadge exhibits his delusional claim of being followed 

by the army’s agents or some government members of a secret organization. However, what 

seems more unbelievable for Max and Alan after their initial encounter with Tadge, is the 
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claim that Ronnie is not his father. Although, Max is certain about the fact that Ronnie was/is 

Tadge’s father, he gradually starts to doubt the fact, maybe because of his mistrust in the 

structure of the post-industrial family.  

 On the other hand, Tadge’s paranoiac (and oftentimes schizophrenic) conduct speaks 

of the prevalent clinical paranoia that Furedi (1997) suggests is dominating the everyday 

culture of the late modern society. According to Furlong and Cartmel’s (1997, p. 11) study of 

young people’s life experiences in risk society, the pressure of coping with life conditions and 

socio-economic changes can strongly affect the mental health of the young individuals:  

As individuals are made to feel more responsible for life events, uncertainty and risk 

have taken their toll on young people’s mental health. The incidence of mental illness, 

eating disorders, suicide and attempted suicide have increased as young people 

develop a sense of having ‘no future’. These trends are also affected by an increasing 

isolation from adult worlds. 

In Tadge’s case, there are several instances of disillusionment and dissatisfaction (moving 

forward, we discover these instances in more detail) that has resulted in his mental state. 

Tadge unstoppably surprises, oftentimes terrorizes, his friends by his delusional remarks 

while Max and Alan are never given an affirmative clue of the reality of his life 

circumstances. His intimidating glances, horrifying stories, and intensely persecuting manners 

leave no doubts about his mental turmoil. He seems to be extremely disappointed with his 

father who he believes should have visited him while he was in the army, for that reason in his 

imaginary story of having a different father he replaces Ronnie with Noman Schwarzkopf72. 

                                                           
72 Norman Schwarzkopf, known also as ‘stormin Norman’ was an US army general who became well-known for 

leading all the coalition forces during the Gulf-war. While preferring a successful army general can suggest the 

kind of father-figure Tadge wishes to have had, the main reason for Neilson to choose that name, he indicates in 
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Furthermore, Tadge repeatedly attempts at escaping from his own identity by insisting that ‘I 

don’t have a name’ (p.98). While Max attempts to reassure Tadge that Ronnie is, actually, his 

father, Max’s own mistrust and disenchantment with highly insecure marital relationships in 

the post-industrial society leads him to ask a question that could aggravate Tadge’s lack of a 

certain identity: 

Max (pause) But you look like Ronnie. Everyone’s always said. (Pause.) Have you 

asked your mum about it? (Pause.) She is your mother though? (p.80) 

The irony hived up in Tadge’s claim in lacking an identity by which he can present 

himself as a social being, is pertinent to his childhood traumatic events as he earned the 

nickname Tadger73 by school-mates. Max recalls the incident in which after a swimming class 

everyone in the shower learns about Tadge’s inappropriate sexual response to his surrounding 

objects. Gradually everyone forgets his real name, Max included, and begin to call him 

Tadge. Associating this peer-inflicted belligerence to the revelation of his homosexual 

tendencies, it is possible to relate Tadge’s mental unease to his suppressed sexual orientation. 

Later we learn that he has tried to sexually connect with Max and has taken him to the woods, 

where away from the scorning eyes of others he could express himself. Interrupted by ‘torch 

lights’ Max and Tadge see from distance and ‘the leaves and voices’ they hear, that incident 

seems to be the last time Tadge has been able to get emotionally and sexually involved with 

someone as he regretfully indicates “it was better before they came” (p.112). Tadge’s mental 

problem becomes even more comprehensible when Max reminds Alan that he should not 

consider informing Tadge’s father of his return and mental state because: 

Alan We should call a doctor that’s what we should do!  

                                                           
the appendix, is the popularity of the figure. The fact that Schwarzkopf’s popularity matches with the theme of 

the play in terms of Tadge’s relevance to the army, comes second. 
73 In informal British tadger is used to refer to a man’s penis.   
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He tapes at his temple. 

A doctor! 

Max Shut up a minute, will you. 

Alan His father at least. 

Max shakes his head. 

Alan Why not? 

Max We can’t. 

Alan You don’t have the number? 

Max (shakes head) It’s not that. We just can’t call him. He’s not one of those 

people you call, all right? 

Alan   What do you mean he’s not one of … 

Max (shakes head) It’s not an option. (p.91) 

The unusual statement “he’s not one of those people you call”, communicated about 

someone’s personality, reflects on the possibility of Ronnie being a mentally-challenged or a 

socially-debilitated person. Moreover, Max’s assertion can be an explicit indication of the 

type of childhood environment that results in Tadge’s lack of confidence in conventional 

social interactions. Given the records of Tadge’s detrimental communications, it is no surprise 

that he is the second person to target Alan’s teddy bears. The second teddy bear scene, 

however, indicates a more savage violation of not only familial values, but any sort of 

correlation between late modern individuals, including the friend who is supposedly assumed 

to be one of the Penetrators for Tadge. Caught amidst the amalgamation of social and familial 

weariness, Tadge performs what Neilson calls a ‘uniquely shattering’ act that should be 

‘played at the highest pitch of intensity’74 (p.119). While knowing that he does not have the 

means to take revenge on, neither the society at large or family and friends, Tadge, ‘with a 

                                                           
74 These are the final notes Neilson includes in the appendix to the play-script to emphasize the significance of 

the act.   
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big, ugly hunting knife: a knife to end all knives’ (p.101), symbolically conducts a vicious 

attack on Alan’s teddy bears after unsuccessfully interrogating Alan to confess to being one of 

the Penetrators, the stage direction of which goes as such: 

And with a slight nod of reluctance, he tears the teddy to shreds. It is a vicious and 

frightening action, all humour going from his face. He finishes, red in the face from 

effort, and drops the disembowelled teddy on the ground. Pause. (p.106) 

The attack performed on the bears is arguably an assault on traditional values, family 

bonds, and any form of relationship in general that was discussed earlier in relation to Max’s 

encounter with the bears. More important is that the severity of the attack signifies Tadge’s 

unreconciled impulses targeted at a representative of a functional family system, where 

parents show their affection by giving a toy to their children which symbolizes innocence and 

familial love. Max attempts at comprehending Tadge’s abnormalities and assumes the 

devastating news about his father must be the reason behind all the misconducts. However, by 

the end of the play we learn that Tadge is also affected by the unreliability of the nature of his 

friendship with Max, with whom he had hoped to form more serious bonds, both sexually and 

emotionally. Prior to a profound elaboration on the concept of friendship in risk-society and 

its representation in Penetrator, it is worthwhile to link the concept of this section to the 

power dynamics between two fundamental elements of any pre-risk society family, men and 

women. In the following section, we will see how the new reformation in gender equality and 

women’s rights has created a new threatening, and yet perplexing social position for 

individuals such as Max who are still struggling to find their own stand within the new 

reformations. 
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The Crisis of Masculinity and Disempowerment of Men 

Although at the beginning of the shifts that indicated the emergence of a risk society, the 

global, economic and social risks seemed entirely detached from personal and domestic 

spheres, as Beck (1992, p. 87) indicates “they overlap with biographical and cultural risks and 

insecurities”, affecting all other social structures, including “social class, familial forms, 

gender status, marriage, parenthood, and occupation” (Ibid). while the interconnection of 

these aspects of social structure are undeniable, the risks threatening each in the late modern 

society is undoubtedly intertwined. As discussed earlier in this chapter, Max explicitly 

displays an inherent defiance towards the reformations occurring in the structure of the family 

in late modern societies, believing “families are built on fucking and secrets”. Hence, Max’s 

indifference towards the family is not the only product of post-industrial reformations and 

detraditionalization. He often expresses his undetermined hostile views on gender-based 

issues in which we can encounter the total perplexity of the reflexive individual who is yet to 

understand the politics of modern gender structure. While this part of the analysis delves into 

some gender-based arguments, the primary purpose is not to engage deeply with the broader 

gender-study but to investigate the representation of complications surrounding the shifts in 

social and personal responsibilities of the sexes in risk society. With the emergence of the 

‘institutionalized individualization’ and ‘the meta-transformation of family’, the change of 

gender roles in the family was also brought into surface. Moreover, as a more complicated 

gender division became a by-product of the woman’s right movements since the 1970s (Beck 

& Beck-Gernsheim 1995; Corr & Jamieson 1990; Finch & Mason 1993; Lackey 1992), 

women’s role in society also underwent fundamental changes and a more obvious rivalry 

between both genders also became the by-product of all these complications. As Beck and 

Beck-Gernshiem (1995) suggest men seem to be struggling to comprehend the changed 
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function of women in society and gradually the social interactions between opposite sexes 

turn into battlefields wherein each side of the battle works hard to claim its inherent rights. In 

the ‘cowboys-and-Indians game’ between the genders, borrowing Beck’s words, men display 

the potential to regard women as a threat to their social and domestic realm. Furthermore, the 

increasing rate of unemployment, the economic uncertainties, and fragmented post-modern 

family rhetoric can deteriorate men’s sense of power as we can witness in Max’s gender-

based concerns. While he preaches to Alan that he respects feminist ideologies, he still 

struggles to mitigate the insecurities induced by late modern feminism which he conducts by 

either maintaining a mannerism of hegemonic masculinity, violating Alan’s effeminacy, or 

repudiating what is associated with male and female relationships. 

 Although it is possible to link Max’s antagonistic propensities towards women to his 

recent separation from Laura, or more retrospectively to the probable domestic power-conflict 

between his parents when he was a child, his antifeminist comments indicate a more hostile 

underlying ideology towards the reality of disempowerment of men in post-industrial society. 

While scornfully criticizing a girl, he encounters at a party, for her feminist political 

correctness, he refers to the girl with the term ‘fanny basher’ 75 which Alan finds offensive. 

From the very beginning of the play we realize that the use of coarse language constitutes one 

of the strongest attributes of Penetrator, along with their jokes with direct sexual connotations 

and various vilifying references to women’s genitals. In this circumstance, we suddenly 

witness Max’s ironical engagement with feminist views, in terms of using politically correct 

language in front of women: 

 Max  Basically that because I used the word cunt, I’m a potential rapist. 

                                                           
75 In urban British, the term ‘fanny basher’ is used as an offensive reference to a lesbian.  
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 Alan  She was offended. 

Max She didn’t mind using the word dickhead. (Pause.) She didn’t seem to 

mind using the word bastard, and think about the meaning of that.  

 Alan  Yes but nobody uses that literally. 

Max The same with cunt. If I wanted to insult someone, why would I 

compare them to a vagina? It happens to be a part of anatomy that I’m 

quite fond off, you know? (Pause.) No, it’s bullshit. She was just 

another one of these fanny-bashers that Mikey collects so he can feel 

all right on. (p.70) 

While during late 1980s and early1990s media and newspapers from both right and left 

politics placed an excessive emphasis on political correctness, the hegemony dominating this 

newly highlighted social behaviour had become very confusing for both the scholars and 

campaigners of race, women, or disability rights (Mills 2008). What also added to this 

confusion, specifically from men’s point of view, was the gradual decline of traditionally 

fixed values surrounding gender division in society. Looking at the conversation above, with 

the anti-feminist references to political correctness from the point of view of a disempowered 

misogynist who is also obliged to follow specific rules in order to communicate with a person 

from the opposite sex, can justify Max’s attitude under the circumstances of risk society. The 

meta-transformation of family and close relationships, has, arguably, created a meta-

transformation in opposite-sex equality wherein not only the power dynamics are confused, 

the properties of language are also highly confused. Vindicating his use of such language, 

Max explicitly blames the dominance of women who are aware of their own rights, over 

society, for the misogynist he has become. 

Max Don’t you start. You know what I’m saying. I don’t give a rat’s arsehole 

what anybody does. But she’s got fuck all to do with her time, so she is 

a professional feminist, just like Mel’s a professional poof76. I’m sick of 

these fuckers. What do they want? Because you can’t win with these 

                                                           
76 Another British slang which was an offensive term to refer to a gay or effeminate man.  
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people. (Pause) All men are bastards. Well I know plenty of men who 

were nice men, who were good men, until they got fucked over by 

women. I used to be a nice guy. Seriously. Where did it get me? 

Nowhere. (Pause) Nowhere. (Pause.) I’ll tell you something: women 

will always get what they want. If they haven’t got it yet, it’s because 

not enough of them want it. (p.70)  

This quite lengthy remark can be indicative of Max’s disenchantment with the social status of 

women in the post-industrial society as well as his deteriorating fear of being increasingly 

dominated by the feminist ideologies which tellingly has the potential to empower women 

more than ever. These sorts of quarrels between the sexes are not one dimensional any longer, 

as Beck (1992, p. 89) points out, they are now linkable to the processes accompanying 

reflexive modernization: “since the industrial social order has always divided the indivisible 

principles of modernity - individual freedom and equality - and has ascribed them by birth to 

only one gender and withheld them from the other”. Consequently, the post-industrial society 

itself has been unable to innately acknowledge the shifts it imparts on society while, still, the 

pre-established family structure of a pre-risk society is partly dominating the domestic sphere. 

A closer look at the studies on the fragmentations in the structure of family and the increasing 

rates of divorce can be indicative of the distinctive views of men and women regarding the 

feminist and women’s rights movements. On the one hand, inside and outside the family, men 

are still not capable of practically matching their “words with their deeds”, as Beck and Beck-

Grensheim (1995) assert. In the view of these risk society scholars, men, mainly from the 

middle-class stratum, display a form of understanding of the changing pattern of women’s 

presence in society and their vital contribution to the family. However, the behaviour and 

mindset of the majority of the male population of post-modern societies is still holding on to 

the idea that the more women are entitled to their rights, the less men are recognized as the 

dominant gender. On the other hand, women with higher education and more knowledge of 

their own rights are still expecting the promised equality which is fulfilled neither in the work 
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place, nor the household. It is in these circumstances that both sexes fail to find a common 

ground in relation to the power struggle. The inherent complications existing in these sorts of 

ideologies are easily traceable from Max’s statement that: “Women will always get what they 

want”. More interestingly, his reasoning for women’s social or domestic deprivation is again 

linked to the insufficiency in the number of women to demand their own rights. Moreover, 

given the everchanging structural shifts and the inconclusiveness of the reformations in the 

realm of personal relationships in post-industrial society, young, cynical individuals such as 

Max, are being caught amidst this new and rather unknown world of power struggle between 

the sexes. Although he admits to his personality failures as a man saying: “I used to be a nice 

guy”, his accusing view turns toward the failure of society in defining, or better clarifying that 

common ground.  

 In addition to his general opinion on women’s social status, Max exhibits a very 

similar irreconcilable standpoint in his own relationship with Laura. Although Alan reminds 

Max of his unfaithfulness to Laura, Max still calls her a “slut” since he believes “I’ve made 

some mistakes in the past. I admit that. It doesn’t excuse her though, does it?” (p.75). The 

same form of reproach and projection is noticeable in the way he analyses his own 

relationship which again results from the omnipresent sense of threat and insecurity the 

relationship imparts on him. Given this, his final remark when learning about Alan and 

Laura’s relationship (the significance of which in relation to Max and Alan’s friendship will 

be discussed in the next section) fully sums up his insight into the essence of modern 

relationships: 

Max   Just tell me: have you slept with her? 

Alan   Is that all you care about? 

Max (shakes head) No. But it’s the only difference.  
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Alan   Between what? 

Max   Between friends and lovers. 

Alan Is that what you think? (Pause.) I’m not surprised she left you. 

(Pause.) Look at you with your scowl and your speed and your 

porn mags hidden all over the house. You don’t know up from 

down or old from new. You don’t… (p.115) 

Max   Get out, Alan. Just go. 

Clearly Max’s distinguishing standard to differentiate friends and lovers reflects his degrading 

viewpoint on family and close relationships. As argued earlier, in his opinion, the late modern 

family is fundamentally being debunked in the decaying process of modernization and 

detraditionalization, while the insecurities of constantly being exposed to secrets and 

absurdity of only being attached through sexual interactions overcomes any other aspects of 

family life. Likewise, he applies the same evaluating measurement on meaningful 

cohabitation, romantic relationships or any other interaction involving an emotional bonding. 

His statement in response to Alan’s question sums up the framework in which he defines 

modernized intimate emotional bonds which he only associates with sexual relations. For him, 

like many disfranchised young people of the risk society, being with someone is not 

associated with finding love, building up a long-lasting relationship, or having a family, but 

with temporary sexual desire that entails no commitment to other person in any 

circumstances. In this sense, Bauman (2003, p. 45) argues that in the post-modern form of 

intimate bonds in which love making is involved, sexual gratification has lost its ‘orthodox 

function’ of bringing union. Sex is rather practiced as “a misleading answer to the all-too-

human craving for complete fusion through an illusion of union”. Therefore, sex is 

assimilated to drugs or alcohol which in an intense moment of temporary bonding gives a 

void ‘transitory and periodical’ sense of satisfaction to the people engaged in the action. 
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Given this, Max’s perception of an intimate relationship is only interpretable in the properties 

of an individualized risk society wherein liquid, frail love dominates the intimate bonds 

between lovers. Having explored Max’s understanding of emotional attachment, the following 

section elaborates on the quality of post-modern friendships between atomized individuals 

who are captivated by the constant changes brought to the concept of friendship in daily 

insecure interactions between social beings.  

Friendships Are Defaced Too 

Penetrator is comprised of three friends, who have known each other for varying periods of 

time and whose intimacy with each other is at different levels. We are told throughout the 

play that Max decides to leave his house and friends (such as Tadge) to attend college earlier 

in his life, a decision that has come across as surprising for Tadge due to his perception of the 

nature of their friendship. While it appears the friendship of these two has never been more 

than a casual companionship for Max, Alan befriends Max on account of being in the same 

college and living in the same flat. Now, that years have passed Max and Alan seem to have 

built up a close relation in which they both are very familiar with each other’s habits to the 

extent that Max knows Alan better that his own mother: “You know me, I like to keep my 

jacket on” (p.64). The undeniable significance of friends and close relationships in one’s life 

is widely acknowledged throughout human history. However, as Williams (2004, p. 8) 

suggests, the concept of friendship in the post-war era has “become a key metaphor invoking 

the quality of a relationship marked by closeness, confiding, sharing and mutuality”. One of 

the reasons behind this shift can be linked to the essence of transformations in family lives, 

where young people are increasingly exposed to a dramatic decline in the level of support 

they get from their parents. This in turn results in a social condition where cohabitational and 
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co-residential relationships are valued over the diminishing importance of blood-relations 

(Morgan 1995; Nazio 2008; Smart & Neale 1999). Pahl’s (in Franklin 1998, p. 103) 

indication can also be regarded as a proof of the significance of friendship in post-industrial 

society: “In a seemingly more risky world, where neither employment nor family 

relationships may be able to provide an enduring sense of security, certain kinds of friendship 

may provide a vital source of happiness and affirmation of personal identity”. It is in this 

context that Max and Alan practice restoring their long-lost trust by a common form of 

friendship and replace all other social and familial insecurities with another seemingly fragile 

attachment, as far as the ending of the story reveals.  

At the outset, the intimacy between Alan and Max can be regarded as a means of 

reassurance; the reassurance of the presence of an individual in one’s life with whom one can 

have inside jokes, share childhood memories, and judge common friends. As noted earlier, 

Alan and Max use a distancing technique while communicating with one another, that being 

impersonating TV show hosts and actors’ voices and mannerism such as Bruce Forsyth, 

Roger Moore, and Alain Delon. While detachment from the self can comprise one of the 

interpretations of the application of such distancing device (as discussed earlier), it can also be 

suggestive of the concealment of inner emotions and the true self in interaction with friends, 

even if that person is understood to be the trusted flat mate. A closer study of the reflexive 

individual’s intensity of mistrust, in light of the increasingly complicated rules governing 

post-industrial communications, can more clearly explain the kind of misleading behaviour 

Max and Alan display. Trust, which is generally considered to be a ‘precondition of 

friendship’(Franklin 1998), is explicitly challenged in Alan and Max’s relationship. Max’s 

reactions towards Alan begins with him hiding a porn magazine under his shirt when Alan is 

back from the visit to his mother. Right after the dread for that secrecy, adoption of celebrity 
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voices begins to become the smokescreen of all the untold and unspeakable emotions or 

actions. While the application of voice imitation might naturally seem appealingly 

entertaining, the final image created based on Alan’s infidelity alludes to a more 

discomforting and abominable perspective on the in-jokes and game of voices. As members 

of a wider morally precarious, individualized society, where one is constantly put in a position 

of uncertainty about the future of any kinship and friendship connections, Alan and Max, it 

can be suggested, display a form of anxiety in the process of the project of making the 

reflexive-self and as a consequence their inner anxieties are echoed into their friendship. In 

this respect, Hutter (1978, p. 13) suggests that in the state of anxiety the self tends to struggle 

harder to build a bridge to the other person while projecting itself through a mask and 

therefore: 

Self presents an inauthentic image to the outside world. Thereby it gains a shadowy 

confirmation of its own reality through its mask. The more self, however, lives 

through its mask, the less it becomes known to another, the more shadowy does its 

core become. The further this process of bifurcation in self between inner and outer 

has gone, the more precarious and difficult does it become for the self to reveal itself 

in friendship to another. 

Therefore, we can conclude that for Max and Alan an applicable and familiar way to conceal 

both their true self and their undesirable secrets from their friend is to appear as other people 

when communicating with each other. However, Neilson makes it clear that this masking 

technique remains enforceable until they both realize the friendship they have been attempting 

to sustain is threatened by infidelity. Before explaining the process of revelation of Alan’s 

betrayal and exploring its impact on the flat-mates’ relationship, Tadge’s presence also needs 
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to be investigated in order for a more precise study of the circumstances to be drawn. In this 

respect, how Tadge transmits the concept of penetrator into the triangular relationship of Max, 

Alan, and himself is highly pertinent to how friendship is viewed by Tadge in particular. 

However, Tadge’s perception of friendship is argued to be a representation of a broader 

domination of post-modern fears surrounding human relationships.  

 In addition to his disenchantment with any blood-relations, Tadge constantly attempts 

to inform Max of his disappointment with their relationship providing him with reasons such 

as having a new friend, never visiting him during the past years, and more importantly not 

remembering the childhood memories they had together. While Max’s involvement with 

Tadge is displayed as an extremely indifferent person who does not very much care about 

their past memories and their present situation, he still remembers Tadge’s trivial habits such 

as: 

 Alan  D’you take sugar? 

 Pause. Tadge looks at Max. 

 Max  You used to take four. 

 Pause. Tadge looks at Alan. 

Tadge  Four. (p.79) 

In addition to the reasons Tadge brings forward, the disturbing and undesirable suspension he 

displays in his communication with Alan, as well as Max is a stronger indication of his 

unfulfilled expectations of a relationship that could result in transforming him to a person 

with more mental stability. As a kid and a teenager, we are told, Tadge has expressed a highly 

masculine and aggressive attitude towards friends and class mates: 

Max Fuck that. (Pause.) First time I ever met him, I was five years 

old, I had a toy rifle. He asked me for a shot but I said no, and 
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he punched me in the fucking gob. (Smiles.) Naturally we 

became good friends, and many Chinese burns and deadlegs 

have passed under the bridge since then. 

 Alan (pause)  Why’d you put up with that?  

Max (pause, shrugs) I didn’t know I was putting up with anything. (p.93) 

Tadge’s belligerent tendencies, Alan suggests, must be the kind of motivation he needed to 

join the army and Alan and Max are both convinced that his remarks on being tortured by 

penetrators are a result of his delusions of being raped or bullied somewhere in the showers 

while in the army. However, what they are not capable of realizing is the fact that he seems to 

be more affected by his disillusionments with his friendship with Max than the probable 

events in the army at this point of time. Alan and Max never ask Tadge why he has chosen 

their flat as a refuge while Alan knows he is being the target of Tadge’s inherent antagonism 

and indecipherable suspicion. His hostility towards Alan alongside his expectations of Max to 

recollect their childhood memories, suggest that Tadge has decided to retrieve the friendship 

he has had with Max, hoping that Max is persuadable to favour Tadge over Alan. In the long 

scene where Max tries to convince Tadge, first not to do anything to the teddy bears and later 

not to harm Alan with the knife he is holding to Alan’s throat, various accounts of childhood 

memories and reasons for being friends with one another is mentioned as Tadge demands that 

Max recollect the times they spent together. In one of these instances of recollection, Max 

attempts at reminding Tadge that the three of them used to be friends: 

Max We used to trip together, the three of us, remember? The three wasters, 

remember? (Pause.) Remember that – that time we went camping, and we – 

we found those mushrooms in that ruin and – and we … 

Tadge But what about us?! It was better before! You were the brains, I was the 

brawn! We were friends, we were real friends, tell me about that, tell me what 

you remember about that! (p.108) 
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Tadge apparently is not inclined to view Alan as their friend, but the penetrator who has 

penetrated their friendship, the ‘lovers-to-be’ kind of relationship he had expected to have 

with Max. In this sense, Alan is the threatening element to the emotional bond that could save 

Tadge from being a lonely, deranged soldier who suffers from delusional images of sexual 

torture. This can explain his return to this specific place at this point of time and the idea of 

penetrator he associates with Alan and imparts on the relationship between Max and himself. 

Moreover, a deeper investigation of the structural significance of friendship in the way late 

modern individuals need to establish an identity can better clarify Tadge’s helplessness and 

desperation to resuscitate the long-lost connection. Considering the gradual extirpation of 

‘structural certainties’ in risk society and the dismantling kinship bonds, informal ties such as 

friendship can play a major role in building and retaining identity. Therefore, where the other 

aspects of social organizations such as family and partnership are fragmented and are not 

capable of supporting the individual in establishing a sense of the self, friends can implement 

their place in that process and as Allan (1998, p. 699) suggests even go further to unveil the 

‘true self’ in the individual: 

Indeed because of the types of social and economic transformation that late modernity 

heralds, friendship may increasingly hold together the ‘centre’ of self. Thus, far from 

being peripheral, the sphere of personal relationships may become of increasing 

significance. This is where we ‘find’ ourselves, where we celebrate most clearly who 

we are, where indeed we become who we are. 

Tadge’s lack of knowledge of his true self, his acknowledgment of being deprived of a firm 

identity, and his struggles to realize his own sexual orientation, all implicate the impact of 

Max’s decision to abandon him in the past. Considering that the army has failed to satisfy his 
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propensity for revenge and violence by aggravating his sense of insecurity and fear, returning 

to the only person he can trust is an intelligible course of action to be taken by someone as 

perplexed as Tadge.  

 In order to take back the person who Tadge thinks has the potential to help him 

establish an identity, he regards Alan as a rival who is there to be defeated and for that reason 

Tadge tries hard to prove Alan’s engagement with the Penetrators. Whether this idea is a 

result of his delusional mind or is a symbol of his jealousy of Max and Alan’s friendship, it 

displays an exhibition of power to control the territory of friendship Tadge claims to own. 

This becomes more evident when he hysterically forces Max to remember what Alan calls 

“some dull commonplace little Doctor game” (p.113). In an intense encounter Tadge points 

the knife with which, he asserts, he was being penetrated, towards Alan’s chest and coerces 

Max to prove the strength and genuineness of the relationship he had with Tadge in contrast 

to the one he has built with Alan during these period: 

 Tadge  It was better before. Tell about before, tell about the woods. 

He slowly drags the knife down over whimpering Alan’s chest and stomach to his 

crotch. 

 Max  The woods – what about the woods? 

 Tadge  The night we stayed out. 

 Max  Please – just let him go. 

 Tadge  Tell me about the woods. 

 Max (pause) What about them? 

 Tadge  One. 

 Max  But I don’t remember …! 

 Tadge  Two. 

 Alan  Tell him about the fucking woods!!! 
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 Max  But what’s it got to do with anything?! 

 Tadge  Three. 

 Max  But you know what happened, why …?! 

 Tadge  Four. 

Alan For fuck’s sake tell him about the fucking woods please tell him about 

the fucking woods! (p.110) 

This conversation continues with the same level of fierceness until Max uncomfortably 

confesses to the unfinished premature sexual experience he had with Tadge. The emphasis 

Tadge puts on Max’s recollection of memories displays his attempt to prove to everyone, 

including himself, that he, as an individual, matters to someone and it is because of this that 

Max can remember the times they spent together, no matter how hard he has to try to 

remember or how uncomfortable he gets when he thinks about it. Since the confession gives 

Tadge some reassurance, he drops the knife calmly, at which point Alan demands that Max 

forces Tadge to leave. Max’s response to this demand: “Put it down Alan. He wasn’t going to 

hurt you. He is your friend” (p.113) indicates a transformation of his perspective on who he 

should consider a trusted friend, because he just realizes that Alan mentioned what happened 

to the giraffe earlier, something that nobody knows about except Laura. Remembering the 

confidentiality of how the giraffe was set on fire, Max is assured that Alan is in some sort of 

relationship with Laura.  

Upon the realization of Alan’s disloyalty, Max forces him to leave the house while 

reminding him of Tadge’s belligerence that Max can take advantage of, in order to force Alan 

to leave. The play ends with Max’s choice to prefer the mentally disturbed and sexually 

disoriented old friend over the existing disloyal friend, while Tadge utters a long obscene 

monologue about some pornographic acts he remembers from a video with this closing 

remark: “I used to like coming to your house, Max” (p.117). Given Max’s lack of concern and 
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enthusiasm towards Tadge which gradually transformed into resentment, it is not easy to 

understand his decision in preferring Tadge to Alan, unless we draw on Pahl’s (1998) 

emphasis on trust in relationships in late modern societies alongside Giddens’ (1991) pure 

relationships. On the one hand, according to Pahl late modern individuals need friendship and 

the trust accompanied by this kind of relationship to replace their daily mistrust in the outside 

world and the insecurities imparted on them by risk society. On the other hand, Giddens 

believes that the highly-atomized individual in the risk society gradually learns that one’s 

personal interests and private beliefs and thoughts should always remain primary and for 

security reasons concealed. This ideology of the reflexive self leads us to the concept of ‘pure 

relationship’ in which one stays loyally connected to someone as long as the wishes and 

demands of one are fulfilled. In this ego-centric relationship maintenance, as noted earlier, 

trust in the other person is crucial to the relationship more than before. With the emphasis 

imposed upon trust in post-industrial informal ties as well as the informal ties themselves, 

Neilson, it can be argued, is critically reflecting on the failure of a functional social interaction 

in every aspect, even the friendships that are gradually replacing many other dysfunctional 

social structures. Moreover, considering Max’s scornful comments on Alan’s abilities in 

communicating with women, such as “Come on. Last time you were with a woman she was 

pushing you down the street in a fucking pram” (p.71), Alan’s relationship with Laura alludes 

to more than just the disloyalty of a flat-mate with an ex-girlfriend. It specifically leaves him 

disenchanted with his own masculine abilities in retaining a relationship with women and also 

dissatisfied with his knowledge of the true self of a friend who appears to be more 

complicated than just the effeminate male individual Max assumed he is.  

Conclusion 
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Given the complications presented in the relationships between Max, Alan, and Tadge we can 

argue, Neilson displays a realistic image of the nature of relationships in late modern 

societies, where once widely accepted socio-familial values are dramatically dismantled. In 

addition to socio-economic uncertainties, the reflexive individual of late modernity is exposed 

to unreliable personal relationships wherein the doctrine of ‘life of one’s own’ predominantly 

defines other social interactions. In this contextual analysis of Penetrator, we saw how 

Neilson attempts to portray new forms of solidarity between individuals in light of 

overarching transformations occurring within various types of modern relationships. He not 

only epitomizes the insecurities of reflexive individuals inside and outside of family and 

cohabitation, but the disenchantment of the individual with his childhood which, he suggests, 

is imparted on the person by the same insecurities dominating family lives. As noted in the 

introduction to this chapter, Penetrator entailed various symbolic elements, one which can be 

the very title of the play. Apart from the delusional connotations implied by Tadge, penetrator 

was argued to be also pertinent to how Alan has penetrated the relationship between Max and 

Tadge. This link can also be made from Max and Alan’s relationship which is again being 

penetrated by the sudden appearance of Tadge into their life. Either way, the very concept of 

penetrator is highly relevant to the insecure state of modern human attachments wherein one’s 

relationship is expected to be easily and frequently interrupted by the presence of the Other. It 

can even be suggestive of the recurring idea of the perfect other who can always replace the 

person in an intimate relationship, making the love bond an uncertain, perplexing form of 

bond in a society driven by daily personal and social risks. 
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Chapter Nine 
 

 

Where did all the provocation go? The 

Legacy of In-Yer-Face Theatre and the State 

of British Theatre Today 

 

 

 

 

Introduction  

As shown in the previous three chapters through thematic analysis of selected IYF plays, the 

young generation of playwrights of 1990s Britain were under the widespread influence of 

socio-cultural insecurities experienced by many British people after the gradual advent of 

late-capitalism and economic globalization in risk society. In these chapters, we also 

witnessed how IYF playwrights represented their deeply rooted nihilistic concerns about the 

increasingly individualized, dismantled, and insecure Western everyday life, drawing mainly 

on escapist ideologies of disenfranchised individuals, the shifts in fears and demands of 

lower-class members of society including an exemplary member of a subculture widely 

perceived as a deviant subculture, as well as the increasingly intricate human relationships in 
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late modern world beset by risk and uncertainty. Now, after the detailed sketches of social 

circumstances during the 1990s and artistic responses of the theatre of the time to those 

circumstances, this chapter considers the impact of the theatrical provocation and thematic 

experimentalism of IYF in the theatre of the following decades and also looks at the theatrical 

response of these decades to the socio-political shifts and more importantly the contemporary 

insecurities and fears of 21st century individuals.  

 It is no secret that the last two decades of 2000s and 2010s had witnessed a new level 

of widespread terror and fear among citizens of a great number of countries due to numerous 

terrorist attacks such as 9/11 attacks in the United States and the London attacks in 2005 and 

consequently the ‘war on terror’ policies of US and UK authorities who attempted at playing 

the major role in responding to terrorism. Given the enormity of the scale of various political, 

cultural and social events, examining British theatre’s direction, specifically the ‘New 

Writing’, during the 2000s and the 2010s up to the writing of this chapter (2017) requires a 

certain amount of selection to be deployed. Therefore, the existing chapter can be considered 

as a bridge from mid-1990s to the second decade of the new millennium through which we 

can excavate the position of IYF’s major techniques such as shock, provocation, and explicit 

violence in today’s theatre. In doing so, we can sketch a rather comparative examination of 

how the insecurities and fears of today’s world are being depicted on British theatre stages 

and whether there is any place left for shock on the stage in the presence of everyday 

shocking and threatening events taking place under the ubiquitous banner of Islamic extremist 

ideologies.  
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The State of New Writing after IYF 

As noted in the introduction to this thesis project and also in Chapters Two and Four, the 

Royal Court Theatre, once again after giving the chance to John Osborn’s generation to put on 

their avant-garde plays, pioneered in providing the platform for new young writers to shock 

British theatre at the time when ‘New Writing’ was in crisis during the early 1990s (Billington 

2007). However, the Art Council, together with the newly established National Lottery, under 

Blair’s New Labour government increased the financial support for ‘New Writing’, allocating 

more subsidy to productions of new works. New Labour’s supportive policies in regard to 

innovation and risk taking in the heart of artistic attitude were in alignment with Blair’s idea 

of a ’young Britain’ (Blair 1996). Therefore, during the early years of the 2000s theatre 

companies within which the majority of resources are dedicated to new plays were 

flourishing, to name a few: the Riverside Studios, the Donmar Warehouse, the Hackney 

Empire, the Almeida , the Bush, the Hampstead, the Tricycle, the Soho, and the Young Vic 

(Kritzer 2008). In addition, long established companies such as Out of Joint, Paines Plough 

and Hull Truck started to commission playwrights to generate new works. As Sierz (2005, p. 

56) indicates “across the country, there have been abundant crops of new writing programs, 

new writing competitions and new writing festivals. New writing is now better funded, more 

diverse and more widespread than ever”. Once again, the state’s support for arts and cultural 

activities within the government’s scheme of socio-cultural inclusion of the marginalized 

stratum of society such as religious minorities, people of other races, and people suffering 

from disability provided the artistic innovators and theatre companies with an opportunity to 

seek newly specified grants from the Arts Council. 

 In addition to more investment in new talents and new voices, the technological 

advances and new means of production generated a whole new platform for the creation of 
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new theatrical styles for the emerging playwrights. For instance, while the ‘multi-media’ 

productions and headphone-based theatre77 had started to find their way to the British stages 

during the late 1990s with hi-tech works such as Crimp’s Attempts on Her Life (1997), it was 

not until the beginning of the 2000s that these post-dramatic forms started to be accepted 

widely by the critics and audiences alike. A company such as Blast Theory introduced its first 

‘mixed reality game’ in 2001, a piece wherein some individuals (players of the game) walk in 

cities with their GPS, handheld computers, and ‘walkie talkies’ and find other players with the 

help of online players who use their desktop computers to find those players in a virtual copy 

of the same city.78 Blast Theory developed the use of technology in theatre works by a more 

widely recognized work later in 2007, Rider Spoke, a piece that combined theatre, state of the 

art technology, and game play with cycling, wherein cyclists, who are usually separate from 

the rest of the population on the streets, are given a headset to talk to a wider audience79. 

Rider Spoke exclusively looks at the state of the human interaction in the highly 

individualised late modern society. 

 In alignment with these technology-based artistic and theatrical works, a more novel 

use of space also began to impact the creation of new plays. Among the forms that made 

significant use of space from 2000s we can note site-specific theatre, where the play is written 

for a specific space to be performed to have the intended impact on the audience. The Shunt 

Collective company, formed in 1998, staged its plays in a disused railway arch in Bethnal 

Green, staging its first work, Ballad of Bobby François in 1999. Another theatre form using 

                                                           
77 Headphone- based theatre uses headphone ear bud devices to enhance the sound quality and create a more 

engaging sound experience for the audience. 
78 The aim of the work is defined by the theatre company to be first, the recognition of the impact of technology-

based games on our cities and second, the increasing ubiquity of mobile phones in urban as well as rural areas 

during the early 2000s when the piece was introduced to the public. For more information on the work, followed 

by a statement by Matt Adams, the cofounder of Blast Theory, see this video https://vimeo.com/44602909. 
79 Matt Adams and Nick Tandavanitj talk about the importance and the implication of Rider Spoke in this 

introductory video https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jyI78ZFo--Y. 
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space in a specific way was termed site-sympathetic which allowed a freedom of choice in 

selecting a space for the works to be performed. These forms with their alternative use of 

stage, were designed to include and immensely engage the audiences in the performances. In 

addition to site-specific and site-sympathetic, ‘immersive theatre’ also created another 

opportunity for companies like Shunt and Punchdrunk to experiment even more engagingly 

with space (Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013). In this form of theatre, the level of audience 

involvement in the plays became the priority for putting on a work. For instance, 

Punchdrunck’s second work, Firebird Ball (2005), an installation-cum-performance80, created 

an opportunity for the solo-audience to design his/her journey throughout the performance 

and create the narrative of his/her own based on the characteristics of the space, the music, 

and the lighting. In an interview with Ansdell for What’s on Stage, Tom Morris (cited in 

Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013, p. 57), the then artistic director of Battersea Art Centre, 

recalls the impact of Firebird Ball experience: 

I actually went twice. The first time I wandered around in the warehouse for two hours 

and I kept glimpsing extraordinary and mysterious things and had a wonderful time. I 

came out, met the director and realised I’d missed most of the show, so I went back 

and spent another two hours there, and still didn’t see everything that was going on. 

There is something very extraordinary not only about the quality of the work I’d seen 

but also about the fact that it’s the kind of work that you can really explore as a 

member of the audience. It is so rich that you can see a tiny bit of what’s on offer and 

come away fascinated and excited. 

                                                           
80 This is the kind of performance wherein the audience is designed to be a part of the performance through 

movement and music.  
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In addition to these companies, another important shift was the prevalence of small theatres 

which were using factories and abandoned warehouses such as Arcola Theatre which opened 

in a former shirt-factory in 2000. In this respect, it is noteworthy that trends such as the use of 

warehouses, factories, and very small and intimate venues to stage plays with small casts 

initiated with the staging of IYF plays during the 1990s. As discussed throughout this thesis 

project, not only was it the case that the effective initiative of major theatre companies to use 

small venues elevated the creation of more opportunities for new voices, it also transformed 

the standards of producing new plays. Therefore, the widespread significance of small venues 

and the return to abandoned sites to create theatre spaces during the 2000s is the continuum of 

what staging IYF plays had established during the 1990s. While the emerging young 

companies of the 2000s, with their theatrical and spatial attributes, highly diversified the 

realm of new writing in British theatre, in the politically charged ‘New Writing’ sphere the 

documentary and verbatim theatre started to develop as a major genre to comment on the 

socio-political crisis dominating British politics after 9/11. Concurrently with supporting the 

controversial plays of IYF during the mid-1990s, Daldry, the artistic director of Royal Court 

Theatre, was attempting to introduce a new style of documentary theatre, later known as 

‘verbatim’ theatre and managed to stage Hare’s The Permanent Way, the first of this kind, in 

2003. Verbatim is characterized by its reliance on first-hand accounts of those involved in the 

subject matter of the play, wherein the historical and political statements and accounts of the 

people interviewed for the purpose of the play are acted out and uttered on stage by actual 

actors.  

A few years before Daldry’s initial efforts to establish the so-called verbatim theatre 

started, Tricycle Theatre company initiated its ‘tribunal plays’ with Half the Picture (1994), a 
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work on the Scott Arms to Iraq Inquiry81, which became the first theatre piece to be 

performed at the Houses of Parliament. This work was followed by other documentaries from 

Tricycle, later titled as ‘tribunal plays’, such as: The Stephen Lawrence Inquiry: The Colour 

of Justice (1999), Justifying War: Scenes from the Hutton Inquiry (2003), Guantanamo: 

Honour Bound to Defend Freedom (2004), Bloody Sunday: Scenes from the Saville Inquiry 

(2005), and finally Called to Account – the indictment of Tony Blair for the crime of 

aggression against Iraq – a hearing (2007). Most of these plays were nationally and 

internationally acclaimed for the bravery in commenting on sensitive human rights issues of 

their time.  

In addition to the significant works of Tricycle Theatre with their facilitating effects 

on giving young writers the opportunity to realistically touch upon everyday horrifying 

events, documentary and verbatim works produced by other companies also gained 

widespread recognition among the audiences, critics, and academics. For instance, Robin 

Soans’ controversial Talking to the Terrorist (2005) became one of the highlights of the 

decade due to its simultaneity with the 2005 London terrorist attacks:  

On the day, in between filling the review and taking part in the panel discussion82, four 

British-born Jihadist terrorists committed the worst bomb attacks on London since the 

blitz, and Talking to the Terrorists suddenly became the most vital show in town. 

(Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013, pp. 42-3)  

Documentary, verbatim, immersive, multi-media, technology-based, and site-specific theatre 

started to not only dominate the production of new plays from the early years of 2000s, they 

                                                           
81 Known also as Scott Report, this judicial inquiry was taken to the court by Sir Richard Scott to investigate the 

export of defense equipment and dual-used goods to Iraq. 
82 Andrew Haydon refers to his review of Talking to the Terrorist published on ‘CultureWars’ website on July 6 

and the panel event to which he was invited to discuss the play with Aleks Sierz on July 8, 2005. 
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also diversified and made more vibrant the already rejuvenated sphere of ‘New Writing’ 

which had begun in mid-1990s. Moreover, the funding structure had already changed (see 

Chapter Four) and artistic directors of both established theatre companies and the newly 

arising ones had acquired new skills in finding financial support and making use of 

abandoned spaces to stage new works by emerging writers83. However, as many theatre 

scholars and critics believe (Radosavljevic 2013; Rebellato 2006; Sierz 2011), traces of 

controversy, provocation, and youthful rebellion was either very rarely explored or 

insignificant in number to be widely recognized as a theatrical element. Given the brief list of 

the emerging theatre forms, I now track down the indications of in-yer-face factors such as 

shock, violence, vulgar language in the ‘New Writing’ of the contemporary British plays.   

The Life and/or Death of Provocation after IYF 

There are three major events that scholars (Sierz, 2002; Nikcevic, 2005; Urban, 2006) believe 

to have promulgated the end to the popularity and acceptance of IYF as a dominant genre. 

One is considered to be Kane’s successful suicide attempt in February 1999, which, 

accumulated with the controversy around the subject matter and form of her plays, created a 

much disputative aura among journalists, theatre academics, and critics. As a result, much of 

the controversy within theatrical works seemed to be shifting to the discussion surrounding 

Kane’s, the presumably pioneer of IYF84 genre, death. Another sign of the unpopularity of 

                                                           
83 In addition to the aforementioned companies such as Punchdrunk and Shunt, other companies such as Arcola 

Theatre opened a new venue for their new production in an abandoned shirt factory on Arcola street, or Theatre 

503 which made the best use of pubs’ top floors to attract young writers and young audiences.   
84 To see various reaction to Kane’s death from critics, playwrights, and journalists see the following newspaper 

articles: 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/obituary-sarah-kane-1072624.html 

https://www.theguardian.com/news/1999/feb/23/guardianobituaries.lyngardner 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1999/sep/23/2 

http://www.nytimes.com/1999/02/25/theater/sarah-kane-28-bleak-explosive-playwright.html 

https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/1999/feb/28/featuresreview.review9 

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2000/jul/01/stage 

http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/obituary-sarah-kane-1072624.html
https://www.theguardian.com/news/1999/feb/23/guardianobituaries.lyngardner
https://www.theguardian.com/uk/1999/sep/23/2
http://www.nytimes.com/1999/02/25/theater/sarah-kane-28-bleak-explosive-playwright.html
https://www.theguardian.com/theobserver/1999/feb/28/featuresreview.review9
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2000/jul/01/stage
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shock and dismay represented in IYF works, is considered to be the failure of Ervin Welsh’s 

You’ll Have Had Your Hole (1998)85, a play which is believed to lack integrity of plot and 

characterization while attempting at emulating the success of IYF’s depiction of violence and 

sexual abuse (Schoene-Harwood, 2010). And the final sign that Sierz (2002) takes into 

account for the death of IYF is Conor McPherson’s West End success of The Weir (1997), the 

year of which seems to be complicating the controversy surrounding the popularity of in-yer-

face shock among the British theatre audiences. This complication arises in the light of the 

fact that the argument encompassing McPherson’s play is concurrent with the on-going, wide 

popularity of plays written by Kane, Ravenhill, Penhall, and McDonough, to name but a few. 

Between 1997 and 1999, plays such as Cleansed (Kane 1997) Crave (Kane 1998), Handbag 

(Ravenhill 1998), and A Skull in Connemara (McDonough 1997) dealt with controversial 

subject matters within either a shocking and unfamiliar form, or disturbing language and 

actions of characters (all of which represent the theatrical elements attributed to IYF plays). 

Yet, the 1997 West End success of a ‘rather gentle’ play which tends not to confront its 

audience with any disturbing subject or language, is studied as the beginning of the 

unpopularity of shock value and thematic provocation in London theatre stages. 

Complications of this kind are inevitable when examining the precise point in time wherein an 

artistic genre is believed to have emerged or declined. In a similar fashion, what critics and 

academics agree upon in the study of IYF, is the fact that the audiences’ disinterestedness in 

shocking and violent plays highly increased by the end of the 1990s. 

 While the significance of IYF plays was fading in London and Britain in general, 

directors form European countries such as Germany, Italy, France, Sweden, Czech Republic, 

and Netherland extensively relied on the British plays of the mid-1990s categorized under the 

                                                           
85 Although the play was premiered in Leeds in 1998, it was transferred to London in July 1999.  
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blanket of IYF to revitalize their theatres. As Nikcevic (2005) indicates, since the 1970s a 

much debated crisis predominated European playwrighting as the role and significance of the 

playwright was being gradually marginalized in the much highlighted presence of the director. 

In spite of some progressive measures taken by the community of critics and academics to 

inaugurate playwriting awards and establish theatre festivals, the status of ‘New Writing’ 

remained highly inactive. In order to create a competitive and lively air, “Directors instead 

began to search for a new European drama. They began in England, because something 

interesting was happening there at the beginning of the ’nineties” (ibid, p.258). For instance, 

in a New York Times article 86, entitled “Sarah Kane’s Second Life”, McKinley writes about 

how Simon Kane, Sarah Kane’s brother who became his sister’s artistic agent after her death, 

was approached by a high member of German Ministry of Culture on a night of 4:48 

Psychosis revival in Germany in April 2003, to emphasise the significance of Kane’s work in 

European Drama, asking: “Do you have any idea how popular your sister is here? Well, 

tonight there were 17 productions of Ms. Kane’ plays in Germany alone”. Interestingly 

enough, European directors’ interest in the violence and atrocity presented in IYF plays 

coincided with Daldry’s, Royal Court Theatre’s artistic director, ambition for international 

collaborations87 in order to expand the audience for the British ‘New Writing’ offspring to 

which he had devoted most of RCT’s financial resources.  

In this respect, not only was it the case that the IYF plays were extensively dominating 

the European stages, the style, language and extremism utilized in the plays began to 

influence the new writing in countries where IYF plays were staged. As Radosavljevic (2013, 

p. 92) indicates, whether it was due to RCT’s active international sector “or was simply the 

                                                           
86 Published on 24 October, 2004. 
87 Daldry initiated his collaboration with ‘the Schaubühne’ in Germany, ‘Théâtre National de la Colline’ in 

France, and ‘Teatro della Limonaia’ in Italy.  
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result of a shared Zeitgeist, a number of playwrights did emerge in the mid-1990s whose 

works were ranked together with the British ‘Brutalism’ under the aegis of ‘New European 

Drama’”. To name a few of the playwrights who emerged in this era, Nikcevic (2005, p. 262) 

lists the following: Marius von Mayenburg (dramaturg of Die Baracke, Germany), Biljana 

Srbljanovic´ (Serbia), Dejan Dukovski (Macedonia), Lars Noren (Sweden), Jon Fosse 

(Norway), and Nikolaj Koljada (Russia).  

 While continental Europe was taking such interest in British theatrical controversy, the 

British playwrights at the start of the new millennium realized they needed to ‘move away 

from the in-yer-face directness of the 1990s’, as indicated by Graham Whybrow (cited in 

Sierz 2006, p. 310), the literary manager of RCT. In this respect, Whybrow believes the 

young playwrights of the 2000s, unlike IYF playwrights, chose to write plays with diagnostic 

tendencies rather than symptomatic evaluation of the socio-political malaise dominating the 

21st century Western societies in the aftermath of 9/11. For instance, in Fallout (2003), Roy 

Williams chooses not to depict terrifying images of a racially-intrigued murder, but to 

illustrate the consequences of murder in society and more importantly the pathology of sense 

of exclusion within racial tensions.  

 In addition to the break away from directly engaging the audience with disturbing 

images, the foundation of movements such as ‘The Monsterists’ indicates how British 

playwrights aimed to evolve from addressing small numbers of audiences in intimate places. 

In 2002, a group of young writers including Richard Beans, Tanika Gupta, David Eldridge88, 

Roy Williams, Simon Bowen, Jonathan Lewis, Moira Buffini, and Colin Teeyan issued a 

manifesto demanding “equal access to financial resources for plays being produced by a 

                                                           
88 The playwright whose works was included in IYF genre and his Serving It Up (1996) was one of the case 

studies for this thesis project (see Chapter Seven). 
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living writer” aiming to “promote new writing of large-scale work in the British theatre” 

(Mohr & Machler 2004, p. 59). The Monsterists, Eldridge89 asserts, realized that:  

Theatre has moved out of the Webberised 1990s and the In-Yer-Face millennium. We 

have moved on from the bleak post-Thatcher landscape and the end of the cold war. 

“The big, messy complex world we find ourselves in”, says Woods, “is not going to be 

best expressed by a two- or four-handed play in a studio theatre. It must also be 

allowed a cast of 12 or even 20 on a main stage”. 

While the Monsterists’s progressive statements insinuates the desire for radical change in the 

way new writing was established to be promoted since 1990s, it had appeared highly unlikely 

to be overturned effortlessly (Mohr & Machler 2004). This could be linked to the newly rising 

playwrights’ understanding of theatre companies’ expectation of younger writers. On the one 

hand, the accepted trend of writing intimate plays for a small cast, expanded under the 

influence of IYF’s gradual success, had shown the emerging writers a promising path to be 

recognized by theatre companies. On the other hand, since the onset of financial challenges of 

the theatre companies during the late 1980s and early 1990s, many companies had begun to 

appreciate the fiscal security of producing small cast plays with a smaller budget, when 

introducing new voices to the theatre world. Given the significant impact of IYF’s legacy in 

terms of altering the spatial and fiscal standards for theatre, a movement such as Monsterists 

failed to fully implement the elements of their manifesto in the theatrical climate of the 2000s.  

 Despite the deliberate estrangements from IYF’s style, language, aesthetic attributes, 

and directness, there has been overt indications of IYF’s intellectual and dramaturgical milieu 

                                                           
89 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2005/jun/27/theatre . Also, for a more detailed account of Monsterists 

Manifesto refer to this article.  

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2005/jun/27/theatre
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in the works of some emerging playwrights, throughout the last two decades. Coming to 

prominence at time concurrent with the declining years of IYF theatre at the RCT, Simon 

Stephens explores themes of sexual abuse, degraded social and familial values in the wake of 

late-capitalism, and political disinterestedness of millennials within the same linguistic and 

imagery boundaries of IYF plays, qualifying his work for inclusion under the IYF category. In 

Herons (premiered in 2001 at RCT) Stephens portrays urban disaffection and brutality within 

a fragmented and pathologized everyday life in late modernity while depicting a teenage boy 

raped with a bottle. In Country Music (2004, premiered at RCT) he delves into the underlying 

threats of insecure human interactions through the eyes of a recently released criminal. His 

Motortown (premiered in 2006 at RCT), known as the most controversial play of the 2000s 

(Radosavljevic, 2013; Rebellato, Boon and Roberts, 2013), portrays the conflicts of a soldier 

returned from the Iraq War to a country much strange to him, leading him to question his 

intentions to join the army to save Britain from unknown enemies:  

Danny I don’t blame the war. The war was alright. I miss it. It’s just you come 

back to this. (Stephens 2009, p. 209)  

As Bolton (in Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013, p. 111) indicates, Motortown criticises the 

culture of war on terror in which “devastating acts of violence are understood as the 

symptoms not causes of a society in political, cultural, ecological, and moral chaos”. In 

Pornography (premiered in 2008 at Edinburgh Fringe Festival), Stephens again attacks the 

consumerist culture of 21st century by linking the objectification of individuals and each of 

their actions in a society wherein human interaction, affection, intimacy, and understanding is 

either absent or misinterpreted, to the diagnosis of a fictional suicide bomber’s actions in the 

7/7 London attacks. Stephens’ plays deal with insecurities, uncertainties, and fears of a 

distinct era of culture of terror due to the ever-growing domination of global fearmongering 

ideologies. However, the themes explored in his works share a great deal of ideological and 
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theatrical common grounds with IYF plays such as Penetrator (Neilson 1994), Some Voices 

(Penhall 1994), Shopping and Fucking (Ravenhill 1996), and The Beauty Queen of Leenane 

(McDonough 1996), to name but a few.  

 In addition to a prominent playwright such as Stephens, politically confrontational and 

theatrically shocking plays of the Scottish playwright, Gregory Burke, won the attention of 

London theatre critics and audiences. Burke’s debut, Gagarin Way (2001), certainly takes 

stylistic and ideological nourishment from in-yer-face writing through implementation of 

physical and linguistic violence and portrayal of sheer nihilism dominating societies at the 

new millennium. In his second play, The Straits (2003), Burke comments on the global 

circulation of wars throughout the history, political apathy and the ill-defined jingoism 

associated with nationalistic and revolutionary acts: 

Doink War’s what we do, innit? What we do best. Don’t matter who we fight 

either. Reckon we’ll always be at war with someone, and we always 

win. (Burke 2003, p. 34)  

While Burke continued to unsettle his audience by posing philosophical questions regarding 

the nature of political ideologies dominating 20th century politics, a number of other plays 

such as Dennis Kelly’s Osama the Hero (2005) and Taking Care of Baby (2007) touch upon 

disturbing themes resonating with how the society responds to the climate of fear as an 

aftermath of war-on-terror and child murder, respectively. The confrontational nature of both 

plays demands the same level of undistracted attention from the audience as IYF plays did and 

yet utilize the provocation inherent in their subject matter to unsettle the pre-established 

beliefs about what is defined by media and governments to be the truth behind tragic events of 

our time. 
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Moreover, emerging playwrights with black and Asian descent also utilised 

provocative themes such as sexual abuse, interracial violence, and religious extremism to air 

their socio-political and cultural concerns in modern London. For instance, Gurpreet Kaur 

Bhatti’s (a Sikh playwright born in London) Behzti (dishonour) (2004), depicts rape, physical 

abuse, verbal violence, and murder in a Gurdwara (Sikh temple). Although the play won 

numerous prizes in later years, it was condemned by the Sikh community and cancelled after 

the first night’s performance due to violent protests against the content of the play. Behzti’s 

blunt language, confronting images, and the directness in portraying conspiracy within 

religious system borrows infinite attributes of IYF genre. Bhatti’s The Westbridge (2011) is 

also a confrontational example of complications within cultural identity in modern London. 

Set in a block of flats occupied by black and Asian residents in west London, Rachel Delahey 

pictures the longstanding, unsettling conflicts between the residents, after a 14-year-old Asian 

girl is raped by the young members of a black gang. Bola Agbaje’s Gone Too Far (2007) 

shakes off the victimization myth of black community by exposing its audiences with how 

black teenage girls can be looked at as the causal factors for all the violence inherent in the 

male population of black communities. Some other rising black playwrights, such as Roy 

Williams (Clubland 2001, Sing Yer Heart Out for the Lads 2002, Days of Significance 2007, 

and Category B 2009), Tanika Gupta (Inside Out 2002, Gladiator Games 2005, and Sugar 

Mummies 2006), and debbi tucker green [sic] (Born Bad and Dirty Butterflies 2003, Stoning 

Mary 2003, Random 2008, Truth and Reconciliation 2011) also benefitted from the impact of 

shock value in their works while addressing mainly the existing racial discriminatory attitudes 

within both the political system and the society. It is worthy to note that, despite the 

controversial themes explored in the works of Williams, Gupta, and Green, their plays never 
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engage the audience with the same level of discomfort, dismay, and provocation as IYF works 

set out to do. 

 As noted earlier, most of the plays listed here are considered socio-political 

commentaries on the socio-cultural and political status of marginalized ethnicities and the 

climate of fear and terror increasingly prevailing social and personal lives of people in Britain 

following terrorist attacks and the British government’s response to those attacks. However, it 

seemed to be arduous, if not impossible, to find solid common grounds between the style, 

directness, rawness and level of experimentation of the British ‘New Writing’ emerging in the 

last two decades and the ‘New Writing’ of the mid-1990s. Notwithstanding, in the case of 

outstanding controversies such as Kelly’s Osama The Hero and Behatti’s Behzti, the 

chronology of their productions indicates the scarcity of in-yer-face directness that entails 

shock and discomfort of its audience. On the other hand, as Sierz (2005) and Haydon (in 

Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013) assert disturbing images of rape, physical abuse, and sexual 

violence started to become an outdated theatrical image by the time IYF sensation was 

declining: 

More seriously, the whole in-yer-face sensibility, which had been so provocative in 

the mid-1990s, began to show signs of rapid aging. For example, depictions of anal 

sex, which had once been a powerful stage image of the “crisis of masculinity,” soon 

became as mannered as cigarette-holders were fifty years ago. (Sierz 2005, p. 57)  

Having said this, there is no doubt that the lingual and visual directness and boldness of works 

of IYF, in addition to the elemental attributes of disturbance and distress presented in their 

themes left its permanent marks on the critical and commercial expectations of British theatre 

from the wave of emerging playwrights (Eldridge 2003; Rebellato, Boon & Roberts 2013). 
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However, the shock value and provocation inherent in the IYF works of the mid-1990s, had, 

arguably, achieved what it needed and that was the revitalization of a theatre within which the 

new voices are respected and valued. While the IYF generation of playwrights utilized the 

youthful controversy in their works to gradually standardize and popularize the tales of 

concerns of late modern individuals on stage, they also attracted more audiences to the small 

theatre venues by telling their concerns through popular culture means such as drugs and 

violence that shifted the standards of play productions. This shift in standards was 

implemented by popularizing the small-cast plays. Given that the in-yer-face and audacious 

shock of IYF approached at the time British theatre needed such boldness and audacity, we 

can argue that the sensation faded away at the right time as if it detected the moment of 

departure. Moreover, as discussed in Chapter Four, there is no other alternative for any avant-

garde art but to steadily join the mainstream and give way to innovative forms and ideas to 

emanate.  

Contemporary Fears and Uncertainties Performed on Stage 

In briefly acknowledging British theatre’s response to more contemporary fears and social 

insecurities during 2000s and 2010s, this section of the existing chapter by no means aims to 

address the political, economic, and social causes of the widespread unresolved conflicts of 

‘world society’ at the time of writing this thesis project. Particularly, given the complications 

and extensiveness of Britain’s national political status, the greater economic fluctuations and 

the global political affairs of the last two decades cannot be wholly appreciated in a single 

chapter. Thus, instead I briefly outline a few of the major incidents and the socio-cultural 

climate of fear and insecurity resulting from those events. In doing so, some theatrical 

responses are investigated to address this art form’s commitment to, and also continuation of 
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the portrayal of risk society, post-industrial uncertainty, and more significantly the 

omnipresent culture of fear in the intensified climate of political crisis of the new millennium. 

 The newly emerged challenges such as failure of global economic systems, ever-

growing genetic developments, climate change and global warming, terrorism and the ‘war on 

terror’, the Arab Spring, and the new flow of migration have all facilitated the creation of a 

climate of ‘existential insecurity’. This permanent state of insecurity and fear originates from 

what Bauman (Bauman & Donskis 2016, p. iii) calls ‘liquid evil’ which he believes has 

become a more pervasive and yet less visible and recognizable entity due to the modernized, 

liquid state of life in the era of “liquid-modern, deregulated and disorganized, atomized and 

individualized, fragmented, disjointed and privatized society of consumers”. The ubiquitous 

shadow of this versatile evil has become the defining reflection of today’s paranoid, 

apocalyptic culture. As noted earlier in this chapter, British theatre has been a more 

multifaceted and resourceful cultural trajectory in responding to its national and global critical 

status. In order to better demonstrate the embodiment of contemporary insecurities and fears 

in British theatre, I list some of the new plays under three sections of response to economic 

recession, terrorism, and migration.  

Global Economy and Recession  

While the global economy was not showing any signs of growing affluence among the 

majority of the population, the Great Recession of 2007-8 indicated the widespread plunging 

trend of the global economic state. Although during 2000s Britain was ruled under Blair’s 

New Labour, financial deregulations of the 1980s were persistently dominating the economic 

system as the New Labour’s ministers were ‘Thatcher’s Grandchildren’ (Sierz 2011), vastly 

contributing to 2008’s financial crisis. In other words, as Hall’s (2003) title for The Guardian 
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indicates ‘New Labour has picked up where Thatcherism left off’90 and consequently, Hall 

asserts, “Marketisation is now installed in every sphere of government. This silent revolution 

in “governance” seamlessly connects Thatcherism to New Labour” (ibid). While the Blair 

administration attempted at reversing Britain’s financial crisis by introducing initiatives such 

as tax credit, the Educational Maintenance Allowance, Sure Start, and the New Deal, these 

initiatives could only stall the income inequality and “wealth inequality, partly due to the 

rising value of property, which was higher even than in the 1980s” (Astle et al. 2006, p. 24). 

Hence, after Britain, along with other EU countries and US, was hit hard by the credit crunch 

in 2008, even these introduced initiatives had to be cut to ostensibly reduce the budget deficit 

and retain its financial credibility. Given the growing nature of ‘New Writing’ for theatre 

during the early years of New-Labor government, a larger number of plays exhibited Britain’s 

oppression by the ‘Iron Lady’s’ legacy as well as the ‘runaway’ globalized world of economic 

instability. It is also noteworthy that after the Great Recession, playwrights’ focus of 

commentary on economic status shifted to representations of trading system, banking 

mechanisms, and their heavy plummet in the final years of New Labour government. 

David Hare, one of Britain’s most prominent political playwrights, captures the failure 

of privatization of public services in his verbatim play, The Permanent Way (2003). The play 

consists of actual interviews with some officials involved in the process of privatization of 

British Railway in 1991 and members of the public who were present in the sequence of train 

accidents from 1997 to 200291. Although Hare’s The Permanent Way is inclined towards 

tackling a single issue, the conversations within the play set out to emphasise the breakdown 

                                                           
90 To cite the article, see https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/aug/06/society.labour 

 
91 In the course of five horrible train accidents, Southall 1997, Ladbroke 1999, Hatfield 2000, King’s Cross 

2001, and Potters Bar 2002, 66 people were killed and many injured due to alleged computer and machine 

failures.  

https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2003/aug/06/society.labour
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of a broader political system where “nothing works” and “nobody believes that by being 

angry, by expressing anger, anything changes, anything can change” (Hare 2007, pp. 4-9). 

Inspired by his own experiences in an East End shoe market as a teenager (see Chapter 

Seven), David Eldridge, in Market Boy (2006, set in one of England most prosperous markets, 

Romford Market), also reflects on the brutality inherent in engaging with the climate of free-

market trading which was beginning to dominate the economic system during the 1980s. In 

Market Boy, the 13-year-old Boy is depicted to be struggling to come to terms with the rules 

of selling his own innocence to be able to keep up with working-class capitalism dominating 

the jungle market during the Thatcherite economic deregulations. The market is demonstrated 

as a socio-political microcosm of society of the 1980s as it delves into themes such as social 

mobility, sexuality, racism, and crisis of masculinity within the Thatcherite politics. While 

Boy starts exploring the market alongside his single mother, he is forced to obtain his 

subjectivity when the first naked woman he encounters is his mother who is having a sexual 

intercourse with a trader in the market. In the six-year span of the play, Boy’s identity 

development is shown through his exploration of responsibility, women, confidence, drugs, 

violence, and masculine empowerment, or better to say disempowerment. 

Given that even during the 2000s Margaret Thatcher seemed to be dominating the 

imagination of many playwrights, a number of plays engaged with Thatcher’s legacies in a 

more straightforward fashion. For instance, Jill Dowse’s Thatcher the Musical (2006) evokes 

the entire life-events of Margaret Thatcher from the undistinguished beginnings in Grantham 

to the final treachery forced upon her by the Conservative Party that had started questioning 

her leadership of the party from 1989. On the contrary to Dowse, James Graham in Little 

Madam (2007) breaks away from any historical or biographical account and delves into 

psychological aspects of Thatcher’s personality in the context of her childhood as a 12-year-
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old girl while Tom Green’s The Death of Margaret Thatcher (2008) comments on the 

political landscape as well as diverse reactions from political figures and the public to 

Thatcher’s death. It is worthy to note that none of these direct plays about the life and death of 

Thatcher are considered to be controversial, polemic, or anti-Thatcher theatrical works. The 

more polemical plays of 2000s and 2010s deal with socio-political circumstances in the 

context of economic austerity and breakdown in light of Thatcherite marketization legacy at 

the beginning of the new millennium and the Great Recession.  

 In Gregory Burke’s successful debut, Gagarin Way (2001), two Scottish factory 

workers, Gary and Eddie, attempt at kidnaping and killing a representative of the Japanese 

company that has taken over their factory, as their political gesture against global 

corporations. While their plan fails them as they had wrongly kidnapped a Scottish business 

consultant, Frank, the play turns into a socio-political representation of conflicts about the 

ways human lives are controlled under the devastating regulation of free market and 

privatization, about whether socialism and communism can save us from capitalist ideologies, 

and whether social activism can be effective in overcoming political apathy of the time. 

Moreover, alluding to the 1980s miner’s strike, the play investigates the more catastrophic 

social divisions rooted in the destruction of traditional working-class communities and culture 

through two different social and personal attitudes of Gary and Eddie, a nostalgic nihilist or a 

vicious opportunist, respectively. 

 Within a different context, a job interview, April De Angelis’s Wild East (2005) also 

criticizes the absurdity and the enhanced insecurity of the employment scheme governed by 

the rules of multinational corporations in the light of ostensibly abundant job opportunities. 

The play suggests that in pursuit of absurd goals, defined and doctrinated by the monster of 

global business, individuals are exposed to ‘soul-destroying competitions’, resulting in the 
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dehumanization of modern employees (Kritzer 2008). It also depicts that big corporations and 

multinational industries brutally make their profits off the individual employees who are 

regarded as fragments of a gigantic machine and are nevertheless disposable when their 

employers are concerned about their malfunctioning.   

 At the time that the global economy had still almost a year to reach its credit crunch, 

Dennis Kelly’s Love and Money (2006) seemed almost prophetic in the way it tackled the 

debt-driven, consumerist culture of the 2000s. Love and Money, pictures the emotional and 

financial suffering of a married couple, David and Jess, who are heavily in debt because of 

Jess’s irrepressible, compulsive shopping habits and desire for the dream life ‘like the one 

shown on TV’. Alongside the continuation of 1990s playwrights’ (such as Ravenhill’s 

Shopping and Fucking) trajectory of criticizing late modern consumerist culture, Kelly also 

comments on the destructive force of financial crisis that leads to Jess’s suicide, which David 

was witness to without taking any actions to stop her. Furthermore, the non-linear structure of 

the play in terms of both time and narrative, with a plot going backwards, is suggested to be a 

portrayal of the fragmented social institutions such as family as well as the declining financial 

state of the world. Similarly, Leo Butler’s Faces in the Crowd (2008) reflects on the concept 

of debt, credit crunch, and the pervasive culture of ‘have now, pay later’ along with the 

emotional debts of an ex-married couple who meet again after 10 years, to revisit their 

unfulfilled desire for having a child due to financial inabilities. The political commentary in 

Butler’s play exceeds the present financial breakdown of the 2008 through setting the origins 

of the couple’s unsettling circumstances in the earlier decade, the time of Conservative 

neoliberalism. Targeting the monetary crisis of the 2000s from a different point of view, Steve 

Thompson’s Roaring Trade (2009) depicts a group of vicious bond traders who are “less a 
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team than a gang of warring egos”92 to reflect on individuals’ obsession with the illusion of 

wealth rather than any actual fortune. To this end, the fact that the characters are only exposed 

to large sums of money on the screens of their computers is highlighted. By the end of the 

play all five traders are either fired or retired and only then do they realize how empty and 

shallow the world of trading is and how much it has affected their identity as well as their 

personal values.                                               

 Listing a few exemplary plays of the decade following IYF’s declining epoch indicates 

how the emerging young playwrights had started to pick up IYF plays’ thematic concepts of 

financial insecurity and fiscal risk to elaborate on the social pathologies discussed throughout 

this thesis. However, what differentiates the plays of 1990s from 2000s in regard to the 

economic anxieties demonstrated on stage is the shift in the social class that is mostly affected 

in each decade. While IFY plays characters were mainly unemployed, disillusioned, and 

marginalized young individuals or young members of working-class stratum, the characters 

displayed in plays of the following decade were either young employed individuals or people 

with a middle-class background affected by the failure of the economic system. Looking 

closely at these kinds of contrast indicates the interconnectedness of the pathologies and 

struggle of society in different periods with the artistic response and specifically theatrical 

awareness of those social problems of their time.  

War on Terror and Terrorism after 9/11 

The culture of fear and paranoia after 9/11 reached a new level of intensity and prevalence, 

which Beck (2002) defines as ‘uncontrollable risk’ and ‘systemic risk’ in contrast to 

                                                           
92 Michael Billington in a review for The Guardian, see article here: 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2009/jan/14/review-roaring-trade-soho-theatre 
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‘individual risk’. Comparing financial and ecological risks with terrorist risks, Beck (2002) 

associates economic risk with initial positive intentions which are also accompanied by active 

trust to be overcome. On the other hand, the terrorist risk, Beck (2002, p. 44) believes, 

originates from a non-accidental destructive intention that brings forward active mistrust in 

the terrorized risk society and “since the dissolution of trust multiplies risks, the terrorist 

threat triggers a self-multiplication of risks by the de-bounding of risk perceptions and 

fantasies”. As Bauman (2016) also indicates the very trait of fluidity of this uncontrollable 

risk makes it difficult to be spotted, resisted, or unmasked. The multiplying attribute of 

terrorist risk is once again accelerated and aggravated by the media’s greed to compete upon 

the circulation of the systematic fearmongering of politicians and agencies benefiting from a 

traumatized society of insecure individuals.  

 In this climate of risks associated with terrorist attacks and the cultural aftermath of it 

such as the War on Terror, Islamophobia, xenophobia, intensified racism, and increased 

security measures, the fear of terrorism dominated the social imagination of individuals and 

this imagination paralyzed the society more than the actual terrorist attacks. British 

playwrights were not excluded in this new social order and many plays reflected the paranoid, 

apocalyptic climate of the world risk society. Post-9/11 widely renowned, yet extremely 

notorious, names such as Bin Laden, Osama, and Saddam Hussein were names that often 

appeared within conversations on stage, two examples of which are: “They should napalm 

this lot. Makes me sick. Get Bin Laden round here” (Kelly 2008, p. 255) and “Someone 

should bomb this bloody country. That’d wake us up a bit. Saddam Hussein or someone. IRA, 

bleedin’ whatsisface? Bin Laden. Yeah. He could do it. Drop a few tons of anthrax. Teach us 
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what it really means to suffer”93 (Butler 2008, p. 164). However, as it is evident from the lines 

stated here, these names are used ironically to criticise the socio-economic circumstances and 

portray the severity of the social and political conditions the characters are set against. Among 

the earliest responses to war and brutalization of human condition is Caryl Churchill’s Far 

Away premiered in 2000, a year prior to the pervasive redirection of world’s fear towards 

terrorism and war. However, as the playwright Simon Stephens in a debate about state of 

theatre in 2004 indicates: 

Actually, for me the strongest theatrical response to 9/11 was prescient and came 

before it, which was Caryl Churchill’s Far Away. I remember reading Caryl 

Churchill’s Far Away in April 2000 and loving it but feeling it had the kind of timbre 

of absurdism about it, and you read it now and it feels like social realism.94 

In Churchill’s Far Away (2000), a 12-year-old teenager, Joan, is exposed to the torturous 

behaviours enacted initially upon prisoners and later upon asylum seekers. By the end of the 

play Joan realizes she is in a world where every element of nature, including birds, insects, 

and plants are in a war against each other. Far Away was not the only play to reflect on the 

climate of terror, as Alecky Blythe’s aim in Come Out Eli (2003) was ‘to interview people 

about their fears’ (Blythe 2006, p. 3). Clearly, once again ‘the apocalypse was in the air’ 

(Hebdige 1979, p. 27) after 9/11 attacks and verbatim theatre was one of the best 

opportunities for playwrights to have their view on the political and cultural events heard by 

the public through the voices of actual witnesses and victims of terror. However, a verbatim 

like Come Out Eli took a step further and experimented with the theatrical techniques to 

engage the imagination of both the actor and the audience in the issue being addressed. The 

                                                           
93 This is an excerpt from Butler’s Redundant which was premiered at the Royal Court Theatre a night after the 

9/11 attack, on 12 September 2001.  
94 In a debate about the state of theatre, cited in http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/the-theatrevoice-debate-new-

writing-23-richard-bean-mar/ 
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play’s focus is on the hostage incident of 26 December 2002 in Hackney, when 29-year-old 

Eli Hall holds a 21-year-old student hostage, who escapes after 11 days, leaving Eli to shoot 

himself dead on 9 January 2003 before police can get hold of him. In the production, the 

accounts of witnesses that are previously recorded on disc and edited, are played over 

headphones to the actors. Without any interpretation of the personalities of the interviewees 

(as the actors do not rehearse anything prior to the performance night), the actors act out the 

incidents as they are being told through their headphones which leaves a wide space for the 

audience to get involved with any possible interpretation of the true personality of the 

witnesses through raw representations on stage.  

 Inspired by Donald Rumsfeld’s statement in a conference in 2003 about the invasion 

of Iraq: “Stuff happens and it’s untidy, and freedom’s untidy, and free people are free to make 

mistakes and commit crimes and do bad things”, David Hare’s Stuff Happens (2004) is one of 

the most revived plays about the events and decisions leading to invasion of Iraq. In the 

format of a semi-verbatim95, Stuff Happens is an anti-war direct response to political 

hypocrisy behind the most destructive decisions made by the US and the UK politicians at the 

time. As Sierz (2011, p. 75) indicates although the play depicted the British society as a 

paralyzed, frightened nation, “it also demonstrated that the spirit of protest hadn’t entirely 

deserted” the nation. Another example of verbatim theatre that directly uses interviews, 

accents, and attitudes of ex-terrorists is Robin Soans’ Talking to Terrorists (2005) which 

initially aimed to suggest that we might be able to resolve the crisis of terrorism by talking to 

those involved in the acts of terrorism and hear their stories of experiences of deprivation and 

marginalization. Given the significance of such documentary and verbatim plays in catching 

                                                           
95 No interview was conducted for the purpose of this play. However, a large number of quotes from the 

politicians represented in the play are being used to address the issue at stake.   
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the mood of the time in the most realistic and true-to-life methods, this form of theatre still 

lacked an instrumental element to fully engage its audience; theatrical imagination. The lack 

of both narrative and theatrical allegories became one of the known drawbacks of 

documentary and verbatim which as Kritzer (2008) indicates tends to put imagination on the 

‘back burner’. Sierz (2005, p. 59) also emphasizes this disadvantage by asserting: 

Political plays such as David Hare’s The Permanent Way (2003) and Stuff Happens 

(2004) or Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slovo’s Guantanamo: “Honour Bound To 

Defend Freedom” (2004) come across as powerful public forums, but they can’t be 

said to stretch drama’s aesthetic boundaries, or even suggest ways of changing the 

world. Like Reality TV, they simply tell us what we already know. 

One of the disadvantages of lack of imagination, allegory, and metaphor in direct political 

plays is the tendency to become easily an ‘out-of-date’ social-realistic play. In this respect the 

former literary manager of the Bush Theatre, Nicola Wilson (in conversation with Sierz 2006, 

p. 310), emphasizes: “We got a lot of 9/11 plays, but by the time we’d read them something 

else had happened”. Given this, a number of direct political plays were successful in capturing 

the socio-political climate at the right time. A substantial example of documentary drama on 

the events following the World Trade Centre attack is Guantanamo: ‘Honour Bound to 

Defend Freedom’ (2004), one of Tricycle’s tribunal plays which consisted of spoken evidence 

compiled by Victoria Brittain and Gillian Slovo of the five British Guantanamo Bay detainees 

who were imprisoned, without trial, under terrorist suspicions and released by the US 

government in 2004. Although, the play revolves around the well-documented and familiar 

issues surrounding brutalities in Guantanamo, it indeed “sharpens our awareness of specific 

cases”, Billington in The Guardian (2004) asserts, and also “both localizes it and 
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universalizes it” 96. Breaking away from the subject of Iraq invasion, My Name Is Rachel 

Corrie (2005), is another political solo-performance documentary that retells the story of 

humanitarian activist Rachel Corrie who was ran over by an Israel Defence Force bulldozer 

while protecting local Palestinian houses from demolition in 2003. Gathered from Corries’ 

writings, memoir, and emails edited by Lan Rickman Katharine Viner, the play appears as a 

personal testimony that attempts to light awareness about a highly disputative case of injustice 

and political propaganda.  

Other examples of plays regarding the War on Terror and Islamophobia were not as 

direct and documentative as Hare, Churchill, and Blythe’s plays. Henry Adams’ The People 

Next Door (2003) depicts the simple-minded mixed-race Nigel to be unwillingly dragged into 

the world of terrorism by the ambitious demands of a policeman who tries to charge drug-

dealers with terrorist associations in order to get promotion. In the form of a satirical farce, 

The People Next Door provocatively suggests how the critical state of the world can originate 

from British imperialism and strongly indicates that in the society of multicultural identities, 

misunderstanding and ignorance is a more menacing threat than terrorism. Similarly, Dennis 

Kelly’s Osama the Hero (2005) directs the basis of our socio-cultural pathology of 

Islamophobia and fear of terrorism on governments and media’s attempt at creating a climate 

of fear and insecurity, the widespread effect of which they cannot control. In this play Gary is 

another simple-minded boy who has once written an essay for a school project in which he 

praises Osama Bin Laden as a hero. As a consequence, he has to face the accusation of the 

neighbours for being in charge of recent blowing up of garages in the area. Among the 

playwrights of IYF, Ravenhill was the only playwright to mirror the climate of fear and 

anxiety in a society confronted with consequences of a war initiated by the members of their 

                                                           
96 Cite the article here: https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2004/may/25/theatre1 
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own government. These plays included Product (2005), the story of how “we were redefining 

ourselves as Westerners even as we created a new “other”, the Muslim” (Ravenhill 2008, p. 

xi), and Shoot/Get Treasure/ Repeat (2007) which was described on the cover as “an epic 

cycle of plays exploring the personal and political effect of war on modern life”. In the 

pervasive culture of fear upon the War on Terror, other IYF playwrights such as Anthony 

Neilson, Philip Ridley, and David Eldridge continued to portray their concerns about 

fragmented family lives, insecure human relationships, and uncertain economic futures of 

young citizens during the 2000s and into the 2010s.  

IYF examples about war and its devastating consequences such as Blasted and 

Penetrator share a common ground with war plays from 2000s and 2010s in depicting 

soldiers retuned from war as delusional, mentally damaged, and emotionally disturbed 

individuals rather than war heroes and patriots serving their countries. However, lack of 

extreme and confrontational images of war and direct acts of violence depicted through those 

affected by consequences of war, highly differentiated contemporary display of war on British 

stages from the IYF’s style in condemning war. 

Migrants and Asylum Seekers 

Among the consequences of Western governments’ War on Terror and the economic crisis of 

the EU countries was the increase in the number of asylum seekers and economic migrants 

which as Tomlin (2015, p. 10) asserts created a climate in the UK “where the notion of 

asylum seeker became synonymous with non-white, third-world, bogus interlopers who 

would put pressure on housing, schools, and other public services, drain the welfare system 

and threaten the ‘British’ way of life”. The influx of migrants from mid-1990s onward, which 

Bauman (2011) calls ‘diasporic migrants’ of the globalized world, has indeed created a 
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climate of ‘existential insecurity’ (Bauman 2016) for the citizens of the recipient countries. In 

addition to the unintentional threat these migrants can expose to the economically deprived 

communities, in order for the so-called ‘clash of civilizations’ to be prevented, both groups 

would require a great level of mutual understanding of religious, cultural, and political 

differences. Moreover, after consecutive terrorist and Jihadist attacks and in the wake of credit 

crunch of the late-2000s, the right-wing populism in the UK and many countries in EU has 

been using the opportunity to direct public attention to the migrants as being the outsiders 

responsible for the economic failures and terrorist-related events. The cumulation of such 

factors and the fears associated with them has again become the subject and content of many 

new plays during the post-9/11decade.  

 Three major examples of theatrical reflection on the identity complications among 

asylum seekers and Britain’s resistance to recognize newcomers’ human rights are Kay 

Adshead’s The Bogus Woman and Timberlake Wertenbaker’s Credible Witness both staged 

on February 2001 and I Have Before Me a Remarkable Document Given to Me by a Young 

Lady from Rwanda by Sonja Linden premiered in 2002. All the three plays are written by 

female playwrights and they also feature a female central character. The first play of these 

three draws on the accounts of an unnamed woman from an unnamed state in Africa who 

seeks asylum in England told in a monologue with graphic details of the killing of the 

woman’s family and baby as well as her own rape. Despite the harshness of the experiences of 

the ‘bogus woman’, the most provocative and disputative message of the play lies in 

migration’s officers’ indifference in studying individual cases regarding the life and future of 

refugees and more disturbingly the unwelcoming nature of the life ahead of these individuals 

within the society they hope they can be a part of. Similarly, Credible Witness, the title of 

which alludes to questions surrounding the credibility of legal witnesses provided by asylum 
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seekers, tackles the fragility of the redefined lives of refugees. In addition, this play puts the 

concept of nationhood and the ideology behind border passes highly into question and as 

Aston (2003, p. 6) indicates, both Adshead and Wertenbaker represent feminist views in “the 

narrative of asylum within a matrix of gender, race, and nation”  while urging their 

‘privileged’ audiences to “shift their view of an imperialist past and learn to see themselves as 

inside (not outside) asylum histories”. Linden’s play, on the other hand, redirects the retelling 

of brutalities forced upon refugees into a more personal journey of two characters. One is a 

Rwandan refugee who is trying to write the story of Rwandan genocide in 1994 and the other 

is a British poet who is assigned to help in the writing process of the book, during which he 

gets emotionally attached to the Rwandan girl. While the beginning of the play reflects on the 

cultural and ideological differences of these characters as representatives of their country, it 

emphasizes the significance of inter-racial and inter-cultural communications through which a 

more effortless and productive social interaction is possible. 

 Around the same time, Taika Gupta’s Sanctuary (2002) once again touched upon 

human rights crisis in regard to refugee cases from various points of view as it focuses on the 

story of asylum seekers coming to England from various countries. Gupta’s play is set in an 

‘Eden-like’ corner of a church graveyard which from the very beginning emphasizes the 

contradictory nature of what is promised to the refugees and what they receive when they 

arrive in Britain. With references to life circumstances in Rwanda, Kashmir, and West India, 

Sanctuary asks its audiences how variant their response would be if they were caught in 

genocidal conditions of the people seeking a better life in their country. Half a decade later, 

the conditions, hopes, worries, and future of asylum seekers were still concerning many 

playwrights making a long list of plays about life circumstance of refugees, among which we 

can consider Clare Bayley’s The Container (2007) one of the most intense theatrical 
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experiences for its audience. Focusing on the fears and anxieties of five refugees travelling 

through Europe in a lorry to reach their land of dreams, England, the Container is staged 

inside a forty-foot ship container outside the theatre venue, seating only 28 audience 

members. The purpose of using this unusual, claustrophobic staging space is to effectively 

engage the audience in the experience of the two Somalis, two Afghans, and a Kurd’s 

adventures into the unknown, sharing the same level of darkness, stench and insecurity.  

In a similar fashion, Fin Kennedy turns the theatre venue into an Immigration 

Removal Office in Unstated (2008) while the audience is forced to have their fingers scanned 

upon entering the venue to implement their active interaction in the process of the show. 

Unstated is mainly concerned with the unjust and discriminatory system within which the 

decisions are made for the individual asylum seekers, inspired by interviews with both 

refugees and migration officers. While Bola Agbaje’s Detaining Justice (2009) also 

comments on the corrupt immigration system, it follows the thread of discrimination and 

oppression into the conflict between the legal immigrants and the ones who have illegally 

slipped the immigration net. More importantly, it represents the unsealing, defective, and 

insecure working conditions of illegal immigrants, who are increasingly the only target for 

any demanding cheap labour in England. The topics Agbaje draws on in Detaining Justice are 

highly interconnected as the latter creates an increasing precarity to the unstable lives of the 

already residing immigrants who are desperate to find a job. Therefore, the reciprocal impact 

of refuges on society and the market, Bauman (2016, p. 7) asserts, holds a “politically 

explosive state of mind – with politician veering awkwardly between incompatible desires to 

gratify their capital holding masters and to placate the fears of their electors”. Such is the 

same kind of political precarity that has fuelled the increasing popularity of racist, 

xenophobic, chauvinistic parties since 2015. While post-9/11 British theatre can be looked at 
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as a new chapter of cultural and artistic responses to the War on Terror and fears associated 

with it, the climate of fear and risk after Britain’s Referendum to exit the European Union 

(known as Brexit) has already instigated a new discourse among the theatre makers, 

playwrights and their socially, culturally, and politically divided audiences. This new chapter 

of British theatre’s response to the unprecedentedly uncertain and insecure society of the post-

Brexit will be discussed briefly prior to concluding this thesis project. 

British Theatre in the Wake of Brexit 

A referendum that was initiated to ‘reconcile factions within a party’ revealed a nation’s 

deeply rooted discrepancies and ‘a country torn between exceptionalist identity claims’, 

writes Glencross (2016). After the results of the referendum were announced on 24 June 

2016, some Britons were in total dismay and alienation trying to come to terms with realities 

of the society they live in, while some others were triumphantly celebrating the opportunity to 

“take back control” over their values, identity, nation, and indeed their jobs. The result was, 

verily, symptomatic of a fearful and terrorized society propagated with chauvinistic 

xenophobia, which was also in search of the long-lost secure life bereft of risks associated 

with economic austerity, unwelcome foreigners, and unemployment (Gietel-Basten 2016). 

Moreover, the recent wave of right-wing nationalistic ideologies and its popularity among the 

citizens of the heavily terrorized society in Britain can be suggestive of the process of 

legitimization of a culture of fear within which fear and uncertainty is not only implemented 

in the everyday life of people but recognized as the logical attitude in the practice of 

democracy. Fears addressed in the Leave campaigns, encouraging people to vote against EU 

membership, included the fear of an increase in the number of immigrants as the EU was 
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commencing the process of inviting five more countries to join97, a critical condition for 

public services including limited public schools and council housing, and more significantly, 

Syrian refugees easier access to the UK’s border from European countries. This state of 

multiple crisis in both national and international level has also helped the fear flow more 

fluently within working-class households. In addition to legitimization of being fearful and 

terrorized, the Leave campaign had also put the much-celebrated concepts of globalization 

and free market into question, bringing forward ideological complexities for that stratum of 

society who had been suffering from the consequences of a globalized market and a 

deindustrialized community of marginalized citizens for over four decades and as Coyle (in 

Baldwin 2016, p. 23) indicates: 

The UK’s ‘Leave’ vote was a vote against globalisation rather than a vote specifically 

against the EU. The campaign slogan, “Let’s take back control”, seems to have been 

particularly resonant for many voters. It speaks to the frustration of the millions of 

Britons at their lack of agency when it comes to their standard of living and life 

prospects. 

The cumulation of the factors discussed in relation to the possible reasons for Brexit were all 

discussed in the thematic analysis of IYF plays (see Chapters Six, Seven and Eight) that were 

suggested to be representing British people’s socio-political concerns during the process of 

deindustrialization and globalization. After over three decades the anger and frustration of 

British people and disenfranchised and discontented individuals represented in theatrical 

                                                           
97 Turkey, Montenegro, and Serbia are currently at the stage of negotiations to become members of EU and 

Albania and Macedonia are announced as official candidates, meaning they have been in the European 

integration process since 2014.  
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works such as Some Explicit Polaroids, Serving It Up, and Penetrator, manifested through the 

casting of a vote against Britain as a member of a wider, global world.  

 Before acknowledging the significance of IYF plays in depicting the climate of fear in 

the time where fear and terror were only starting to be manifested in the minds and attitudes 

of individuals, it is noteworthy to briefly explore the state of British theatre in the wake of 

Brexit and also look at a number of recent theatrical responses to the decision made by the 

modest majority of Britons in June 2016. The result of the Referendum for the cultural 

industries, and in particular the theatre industry, signified a major loss of international grants, 

unwelcome challenges for international cooperative productions, and more importantly a 

profound lack of intercultural and class-based dialogue98, while “A poll by the Creative 

Industries Federation in May found that ninety-seven percent of its members wanted to 

Remain in the EU” (Sierz 2017, p. 4).  

However great the socio-economic impact of Brexit on the British theatre industry 

(which is yet to be fully explored and comprehended by the theatre practitioners), the artistic 

responses to any contemporary national and international affair identifies the nature of theatre 

which is to “engage us with the here and now; it is of present”99. While in theatre 

commentators and critics’ opinion (articulated in recent articles published in theatre 

magazines such as The Stage and daily journals such as The Guardians and The Independent) 

an all-inclusive theatre play to touch upon the current pervasive cultural and political 

divisions in the UK is yet to be staged. Given this, there have been some plays that capture the 

                                                           
98 The upcoming challenges of Brexit for British theatre and how to tackle those challenges were discussed in a 

Conference panel held under the topic of “Brexit the Stage: What Next for British Theatre and Europe?”, at the 

V&A Department of Theatre. The full recording of the panel discussion is available at: 

http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/brexit-stage-international-programming/ 

 
99 Taken from Professor Peter M. Boenisch’s paper presented in the conference cited above.  

http://www.theatrevoice.com/audio/brexit-stage-international-programming/
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zeitgeist of post-Brexit Britain. A portrayal of a generation’s sense of inadequacy, Brad 

Birch’s The Brink, premiered in April 2016 (the month when Vote Leave was designed and 

publicised by the Electoral Commission), focuses on ingrained anxieties of a young school 

teacher, Nick, and his girlfriend, Chloe. Nick, disenchanted by his life’s achievements and 

financial state, has regular nightmares within which a playing field in his school, called Brink, 

is bombed by an unknown source while he helplessly looks on. Nick and Chloe discuss their 

hopeless future, “Buying houses? We’re not Tories, Chloe…”, and explicitly discuss their 

gradual state of depression. Two other colleagues of Nick also grapple with stress and anxiety 

while the head master of the school reminds them that anxiety is a modern age condition and 

everyone is living through it. From the symbolic experience of being attacked by a bomb, to 

the financial austerity all the characters encounter, the themes explored in The Brink resonate 

strongly with the socio-economic climate of pre-referendum Britain as well as the post-Brexit 

political upheaval.  

 Similar to Bayley’s The Container (2007), Tess Berry-Hart’s Cargo (2016) is staged 

inside a dark, fetid cargo ship that aims to recreate the claustrophobic, intense, and anxious 

experience of three refugees travelling towards France. Cargo is inspired by the playwright’s 

activities as a founding member of Calais Action, a grassroots collective seeking help from 

ordinary people to tackle the current refugee crisis. The play explicitly comments on Donald 

Trump’s, the then Presidential Candidate of US 2016 election, claim to build a wall to protect 

against refugees and migrants attempting to gain entry into the US: 

Kayffe They’re building a wall, you know. Huge one, with trenches and 

everything. Watch towers and barbed wire. One more year and there 

won’t be anything getting in or out. 

Iz Why are they building a wall? What for? 

Kayffe I suppose they’re scared.  

Iz Of what? 
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Kayffe Of us. They’re scared we’re gonna… 100 

This timely account of individuals risking their lives seeking a better future in an unknown 

land, was designed to instigate ‘a sense of empathy, even if for only 80 minutes’ in its 

intimately involved audiences. Premiered a month after the ‘Leave or Stay’ referendum, 

Cargo asks its audiences to re-examine the fears and anxieties upon which the Britons where 

politically manipulated during the campaigns, or rather for over two decades since the 

beginning of third wave of immigrants, ‘diasporic immigrants’ as Bauman (2011) calls it. 

Another response to the evermore pervasive climate of fear and uncertainty created by 

and throughout the political upheaval of the 2016 and 2017 has been the adaptation of modern 

novels such as Albert Camus’ 1947 novel, The Plague. A metaphor for the spread of fascist 

ideologies during the second World War, a sudden outburst of plague afflicts an Algerian 

town and people start dying. Adapted to a play by the Arcola Theatre director Neil Bartlett, 

The Plague in April 2017 sets out to reference the widespread popularity of right-wing 

nationalism during the referendum as one of the characters says: “In April, we had no idea”, 

or the rapid rise of ISIS and its threat towards Western countries, or the Syrian crisis. Much as 

the metaphors and allegories in The Plague had strong socio-political implications, My 

Country: A Work in Progress (March 2017), written jointly by Carol Ann Duffy and Rufus 

Norris, is the only recent play explicitly addressing the referendum in the form of a verbatim 

theatre. In an attempt to ‘listen to the people’ from a variety of regions around the UK, Norris 

manages to interview the public and record their opinions to become the basis of the 

testimonial conversations between six characters in My Country who represent the regions 

they are named after, Britannia, Caledonia, Cymru, Northern Ireland, south-west England, the 

                                                           
100 Cargo is not published as a text book. The excerpt is taken from the theatre company’s (Arcola Theatre) 

advertising video published on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AfAh-cyyhiE 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AfAh-cyyhiE
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north-east, and the Midlands, the last three being the most socially and economically deprived 

and voted to Leave. With ballot boxes on stage, the union jack raised up occasionally, and 

some rare mockery of political figures such as Boris Johnson, the play only accentuates the 

probable reasons behind the decision to Leave, which Billington 101 believes “tends to confirm 

what we already know: that the referendum revealed just how fractious and divided we are as 

a nation”. While commenting on the quality as well as quantity of plays addressing a big issue 

such as Brexit and its socio-political, cultural, and economic consequences seems quite 

hurried, Tom Stoppard (a highly prominent British playwright and actor) in conversation with 

Andrew Dickson (the art commentator and interviewer for The Guardian) makes a convincing 

argument regarding the challenges of writing about the political climate of the time: 

The big stories at the moment are so big and affect so many people that it’s hard to 

think which artform could encompass them. Take Brexit: there are so many things 

begging to be thought about and written about, and I’m not even sure that’s a healthy 

way to approach the whole matter. If I were a maker of TV documentaries or long-

form journalism, maybe I’d be better placed. I feel a bit puny, really.102 

 While a political phenomenon such as Brexit can retrospectively explain the youthful 

angst and profound disenchantment of a generation displayed through individual characters of 

IYF plays, at the time, as discussed in Chapters Two and Four, the plays were being 

condemned for not containing any political message or redeeming merits. Interestingly 

enough, as stated in most theatre reviews published in 2015, 2016, and 2017, revivals of some 

                                                           
101 Michael Billington’s review of My Country for The Guardian: 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/mar/12/my-country-a-work-in-progress-review-carol-ann-duffy-visits-

brexit 

 
102 https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/feb/10/tom-stoppard-interview-rosencrantz-and-guildenstern-old-

vic-travesties 

 

https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/mar/12/my-country-a-work-in-progress-review-carol-ann-duffy-visits-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/mar/12/my-country-a-work-in-progress-review-carol-ann-duffy-visits-brexit
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/feb/10/tom-stoppard-interview-rosencrantz-and-guildenstern-old-vic-travesties
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/feb/10/tom-stoppard-interview-rosencrantz-and-guildenstern-old-vic-travesties
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of the plays such as Blasted, Shopping and Fucking, Penetrator, and The Pitchfork Disney, to 

name a few, are indicative of high resonance with the current socio-political circumstances of 

Britain. For instance, in her review of Shopping and Fucking (revived in Lyric Hammersmith 

theatre in 2016) for The Guardian, Gardner indicates: 

Ravenhill’s play is both distinctly of its time, in the way it skewered the bleakness of 

Thatcher’s legacy on a generation of youngsters, and yet also prophetic. It neatly 

reflects the anxieties and monetary obsessions of youngsters living in a post-financial 

crash world where you are what you own.103 

The undeniable prophetic nature of many IYF plays can simply be linked to the consistent 

nature of the socio-political circumstances the playwrights of the mid-1990s were concerned 

about. Or it can, arguably, be linked to IYF playwrights’ profound understanding of the nature 

of fear, uncertainty, and insecurity their society was grappling with, as discussed throughout 

this thesis project. Although discussions about concepts of risk society, culture of fear, and 

individualization were not the sort of conversations arising among the public, the theatrical 

works of the time, we discovered here, were abundantly dominated by the fears and 

insecurities shadowing over the lives of individuals living in late modern societies. However, 

what seems to be missing in acknowledging IYF’s representation of factors of a risk society at 

the time is the lack of intercommunication and precisely interconnection between the 

sociological discourse on risk society and performing arts in general and theatre in particular. 

  

                                                           
103 For the full review see https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/oct/13/shopping-and-fucking-review-mark-

ravenhill-sean-holmes-revival 
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Conclusion 

 

I regard the theatre as the greatest of all art forms, the most immediate 

way in which a human being can share with another the sense of what 

it is to be a human being. (Wilder 1992, p. 72) 

It is no secret that the peculiarly potent atmosphere of theatre ensues from the immediacy of 

live performance. The immediate interaction between the text, the actor, and the audience 

makes theatre, in comparison with cinema and TV, a highly effective socio-cultural practice 

to collectively convey an intended message. Hence, for theatre practitioners to make full use 

of such attributes, the text, the acting, and the dramaturgy needs to be engaging and effective 

enough to fully capture the attention of its spectator (McConachie 2008). Over the course of 

this thesis, the shock-effect and thematic and linguistic provocation utilized in IYF works was 

suggested to incorporate the technique needed for the purpose of full engagement of the 

audience. It was the shock-value that attracted more young audiences to hear Ravenhill’s 

condemnation of our monetary values and consumerist culture in Shopping and Fucking. 

Kane’s explicitness in depicting violence and atrocities of war was, arguably, an attractive 

element to interest the audience to get engaged with the brutal realities of war in Blasted. And 

the depiction of youth culture through drug consumption, club culture, and escapist 

approaches to cope with socio-economic realities dominating late modern society in Serving It 

Up, Some Explicit Polaroids, and Penetrator, to name just a few, is arguably, Eldridge, 

Ravenhill, and Neilson’s most potent apparatus to ask their young audiences to revisit and 

question the socio-cultural values gradually prevailing their society. 
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As has been demonstrated in Chapter Four, one form of provocative art can be looked 

at as the continuum of another artistic provocation, notwithstanding that they originate from 

variant cultural practices. Linking IYF theatre to punk music and fashion of the 1970s as 

cultural counterparts, I emphasized the significance of mediating between different cultural 

media of artistic expression in order to acknowledge their contextual, socio-political, and 

philosophical similarities. By drawing on the economic austerity inherent in the emergence of 

punk and IYF, their commitment to a ‘do-it-yourself’ approach to have the artist’s voices 

heard despite financial obstacles was reviewed. I further examined how IYF playwrights, 

supported by the theatre company directors at the time, appreciated the potent effect of the 

space of their performance to create an intimate atmosphere between the actor and the 

audience. Moreover, the application of shock-value in the artistic works of both practices was 

argued to have accentuated the emergency and immediacy of the message they conveyed. 

There is no doubt that further research on discovering such similarities between IYF and other 

cultural media such as film, street art, or dance can profoundly open up new interdisciplinary 

dialogue between sociology and two variant forms of art.  

 Given the significance of shock and provocation of IYF examined throughout this 

thesis project, the question arises as to why these dominant in-yer-face elements utilised on 

stage lost their momentum by the end of the millennium and why British audiences were no 

longer attracted to shock and violence? Although no clear and general reason for the shift in 

the audiences’ pattern in appreciating a genre of art or entertainment in a specific time can be 

drawn (Bennett 1997), one major reason was revisited in Chapter Four regarding the decline 

of popularity of IYF, that being the inherent nature of any avant-garde artistic practice. 

Another significant factor was also suggested to have played a crucial role in the popularity 

and unpopularity of shock and explicitness, the time and period within which shock-value was 
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elemental to rejuvenated and revitalize theatre. In this regard, we can also look at time from a 

different perspective, redirecting us to the emergence and prevalence of verbatim and 

documentary theatre concurrent with the terrorizing climate of post-9/11. It is arguable that in 

a socio-political climate where a nation is deeply in shock and dismay of how the concept of 

terrorism is becoming the pervasive talking point, British theatre ostensibly decides to 

communicate with its alarmed and frightened audience through a more direct medium, which 

is verbatim and documentary. The popularity of such theatrical forms among the theatre 

practitioners can also be regarded as a more appropriate way than using IYF’s shocking 

elements to demonstrate socio-political concerns to the audiences who are already under the 

shock of the traumatic terrorising events happening in the world.  

 In addition to elaborating on the significance of shock value from a new perspective, it 

was one of the aims of this thesis to evoke a platform which invites investigation and research 

at the interface of sociological theories of risk society and culture of fear and theatre as a 

socio-cultural medium. To that end, Beck (1992;2001), Giddens (1991;1998), and Furedi’s 

(1997; 2005) insight into deindustrialized, late-capitalist societies in late modernity was 

utilized to thematically analyse selected plays of IYF. In the textual analysis of Some Explicit 

Polaroid (Chapter Six), Serving It Up (Chapter Seven), and Penetrator (Chapter Eight) the 

primary goal was to investigate how the modern sociological theories acknowledged in this 

thesis project were embedded in theatrical representations of exemplary individuals as social 

actors of the late modern society. In Chapter Six, modern individuals’ escapist approach to 

come to terms with the realities of their social exclusion and disenfranchisement was explored 

in Ravenhill’s Some Explicit Polaroid. Chapter Seven examined a member of the skinhead 

subculture’s sense of alienation and detachment from subcultural values in a society 

dominated by the politics of globalization and migration influx in Eldridge’s Serving It Up. 
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And finally, in excavating Neilson’s Penetrator, declining patterns of familial values and 

fragmented human relationships in late modern societies were touched upon. Reading these 

plays through the lens of sociological theories of insecurity, uncertainty, individualization, 

and fear, I aimed to highlight that theories and concepts of sociology and theatrical 

representations of society can be seen as essentially interconnected and mutually indicative.  

 In this final chapter, I further emphasized the profound importance of looking at 

theatrical depiction of social pathologies such as class inequality, racism, dismantled familial 

bonds, and insecure modes of modern life through sociological lenses. To this end, the 

continuing trajectory of representation of contemporary fears and uncertainties was explored 

through a diverse number of recent British plays. Moreover, with a very brief examination of 

a phenomenon such as Brexit, I intended to suggest that it is possible to track inevitable traces 

of today’s widespread socio-economic, political and cultural concerns back to the theatre of 

the mid-1990s. Such indications highly accentuate the need for further sociological research 

on a potent cultural medium such as theatre to create a more practical and effective platform 

for an even more effective inter-cultural, inter-racial, and inter-class dialogue between 

members of various social classes and cultural backgrounds in an increasingly global world.  

 Since the decline of IYF, the political, social, economic, and cultural circumstances of 

Britain have undergone significance shifts and, as briefly explored in this chapter, the 

theatrical responses to new forms of social uncertainties, economic insecurities, and inter-

cultural fears, so to speak, has been attempted to accommodate these new phases of 

uncertainty and fear accordingly. Aesthetically speaking, the recent theatrical representations 

of risk and uncertainty have refrained from engaging the audience with in-yer-face images, 

confrontation, and language. However, this thesis’s thematic excavation of risk and 

uncertainty can be suggestive of the longer trajectory of the underpinning interconnections 
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between social theories and theatre, a path that leads us to understanding theatre’s role in 

depicting and more importantly foreseeing our socio-cultural future. Therefore, further 

research might encompass exploring the depiction of contemporary aspects of terrorized 

societies in presence of Jihadist atrocities and the Islamophobia and racism as cultural 

responses to the terror and fear those atrocities forced upon British people in particular. 

Moreover, in the wake of Brexit, British theatre can be studied in light of its potential to 

become a medium through which the divided nation of Great Britain can be reimagined as a 

more integrated and united nation. 

This thesis further aimed to demonstrate that while the work of sociologists can be 

seen to pathologize the socio-cultural dysfunctionalities evident in Britain in alignment with 

political and economic shifts in both the national and international sphere, the work of the 

playwright I suggested was to recreate the scale of those pathologies on stage. As Beck in his 

final book, The Metamorphosis of the World (published posthumously in September 2016), 

indicates our world is going beyond the notion of risk society, entering the phase of 

metamorphosis. He further asserts that in order for us to fully understand this process of 

metamorphosis, we need to experiment and examine new outcomes that are emerging from 

old structures and concepts. With its emancipatory potency in creating a platform for 

conceptual imagination in a direct interaction with its audience, theatre can be seen as an 

indispensable cultural practice through which the society can envisage the necessary means to 

cope with a metamorphosing world. However, to fully benefit from such potency, as 

demonstrated in this thesis, theatre studies need a more underpinning synergy with social 

theories, while emphasizing the significance of theatrical imagination in play. 
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