
“Naïve  Sophistication” – letter  1 February 2014                                                      
      
Dear --- 
 
A preamble about two incidents.  Recently a friend took his son to a play at the Young Vic. 
Afterwards his son said that during the performance he’d wanted to  get to his feet and shout  that 
the play was reactionary. He didn’t. Years before his father had seen one of my plays. During the 
performance he’d wanted to get to his feet to shout in protest not against the play but the 
production. He did. The difference between then and now. And a few days ago someone I dont 
know wrote to me. He’d seen a play by a popular writer of what must still be a new wave. He is a 
writer to respect, not a supplier of market fodder. When the play ended the writer of the letter and 
the rest of the audience applauded. Later he thought he and they had applauded because they’d 
wanted to have an “experience” and were trying to persuade themselves they’d had it. He said he’d 
watched the characters on the stage and saw what the playwright knew about them. But he thought 
that the playwright knew nothing useful about him. Then he realised something strange – that he’d 
sat through the performance but it was as if he’d never been there.  Another friend  once told me 
that at a performance of one of my plays every person in the audience is alone. This seemed to go 
against my social intentions. Then I realised that each person in the audience had to make a decision 
in a situation the play made un-evadable. They and the play were alone. No one else can take the 
place of your moral self. 
  
A few years ago my “The Chair  Plays” were staged in London. They were not successful.  Sometimes  
the small studio theatre was almost empty. At the same time the play on the larger stage in the 
same theatre was a big success.  Its production was against everything I write for. I said it was 
depraved. The young audience made me think of a mob celebrating at an execution.  Of course if 
they were at an execution they wouldn’t celebrate. Im talking about the logic of their cultural 
situation. That logic is a hollowness, an emptiness. In a sense related to the one above: they were 
not there. In that sense they were the victims of the execution.  That’s why I wrote “The Third 
Crisis.” 
 
The economic disaster of Thatcher-Reagan-Pinochet neo-liberalism  is obvious. The cultural 
consequences of the economic disaster take longer to come but they are now rampaging and could 
ravage a generation. Our whole culture is being infantilised. I will give one example from TV: a 
programme about the search for a suspected but vanished Nazi death camp. Hundreds of thousands 
gassed and starved to death. Archaeologists are filmed digging on the site. They uncover the first 
piece of evidence: two rows of teeth protruding from  mud. The programme cuts to the adverts.  The 
first advert is for toothpaste. Others  are for health resorts, get-away holiday breaks, festive meals, 
cheap insurance . . . How can young people celebrating the production I called depraved find 
themselves – let alone find a moral purpose  – in our present culture? Day after day a never ending 
kaleidoscope of deception and trash. If they were battered about the head the blood would show. 
Instead their brains are battered and then they are blamed for the behaviour that is a symptom of 
the assault. They live in a naïve sophistication. 
 
 I don’t have the responsibility of running a theatre or – thank God – answering to a board. With my 
freedom comes the responsibility to use it. We should stand up and protest. 
 


