



Counter-Narrative



     To Be or Not to Be: That is Not the Question
Introduction
When Hamlet utters his now proverbial lines on the possible attractions of suicide, he frames his thinking in a typically Anglo-Saxon construct: that of the binary; either being or not being. Other cultures, Celtic or Native American for instance, do not make recourse to this trope in the same way, rather favouring the ambiguities contained within a range of possibilities. For Hamlet there is either the narrative of continuing ‘to be’ as a member of Denmark’s corrupt and vicious court, participating in the normality of its flawed governance, or the counter-narrative of departing through the gateway of death. After offering himself this stark choice, he spends the remainder of the play exploring positions which might enable him to exist somewhere between these alternatives; to take up, in short, other narratives. His principal strategy is to adopt a persona or mask, his ‘antic disposition’, that enables him to be both himself and not himself simultaneously; to defy in word and deed the binary of sane and mad. If, like King Lear, he is compelled to inhabit a mad world which its inhabitants take to be normality, the mask of what that world regards as madness may be the only means of retaining ethical and psychological sanity. The ambiguity of this inversion is captured in his evasive response to the agents Rosencrantz and Guildenstern:



I am but mad north-north-west. When the wind is southerly,



I know a hawk from a handsaw.     [II.2.374-75]

Not only does he allude to his capacity to oscillate between sanity and insanity but further that his mask allows him a vantage point from which to expose the political cunning of his adversaries. It is an unremarkable ability to tell ‘a hawk from a handsaw’ until one understands that a ‘hawk’ is a plasterer’s tool and a ‘handsaw’ is a deliberate mispronunciation of ‘hernshaw’, the old word for heron. Not only can Hamlet be mad and not mad, he can also avail himself of the slipperiness of language in order to laminate the narrative onto the counter-narrative as a strategy of survival.

Defining Our Terms

The Narrative


We have 50 per cent of the world’s wealth but only 6.3 per cent of its population.


In this situation, our real job in the coming period… is to maintain this position


of disparity. To do so, we have to dispense with all sentimentality… we should


cease thinking about human rights, the raising of living standards and democratisation. 

It is a truism of postmodernity to suggest that there are no more grand narratives; that they were dissolved in the global conflicts of the twentieth century. This is not a view to which I subscribe. I would argue, rather, that the conflicts between contending master narratives have given way in the present century to the dominance of a single, totalising super-narrative of capitalism in its current form: the neoliberal model of globalisation. Nothing in the affairs of men is ever permanent and there are signs that the model in its current form may well be subject to major challenges in the years ahead as the economic dominance of the USA as prime sponsor of the model is checked by the expansion of the Chinese and Indian economies while its global political influence declines in the face of popular and indigenous movements in South America from Mexico to Chile and Argentina. Nevertheless, for present purposes we shall speak of the neoliberal model as the controlling narrative of all our lives. While it operates primarily as an economic model that thrives on deregulated financial markets that enable speculators and transnational corporations to move billions of dollars in and out of national economies at the flick of a keyboard, it is also manifested in the global media operations of a few big players. The speed and sophistication with which broadcast media organisations operate today means, in effect, that a small group of elderly, white males, normally residing in North America, tell the rest of us what is happening in the world. Their journalists and cameramen are embedded in the press briefing rooms of politicians, generals and corporations and the scale of their influence is reflected in the ways in which political events are unfolded according to the dictates of their schedules. Wars are declared to coincide with news bulletins and sporting events kick-off when it is convenient for the armchair viewers. These are largely private, unregulated companies, pretending to operate in the public interest as opposed to their own. When Rupert Murdoch’s newspapers launch an assault on Britain’s welfare scroungers, there is no equivalent channel on which to expose the millions of pounds of which our social, health and education services have been defrauded as a result of Murdoch’s off-shore tax avoidance. Any voices raised against such dealings are quickly dismissed as the hysterical envy of latter-day socialists.  At stake is the right, in the phrase of Paulo Freire, to ‘name the world’
 rather than have others name it for us according to their agendas. Once media tycoons create as well as report political events and determine what is newsworthy, then we may, indeed, in Francis Fukuyama’s memorable phrase, have reached ‘the end of history’. Commentators in the West might today be forgiven for thinking that we have already reached the end of politics. In the United Kingdom, erstwhile ideological differences have vanished, leaving only the personality struggles of rival managers attempting to wrest the so-called middle ground from each other. Any idea that it might be possible to occupy a position outside the neoliberal consensus has long since been abandoned. There is only one narrative on offer within either the economic base or the ideological superstructure with all the public institutions of the state, including education, singing from the same hymn sheet.  

The Counter-Narrative


… the imperialist imperatives of the American Century have undermined the greatest


western achievement, that of secular, redistributive politics, and allowed the maelstrom


stemming from American violence, along with introspective, revengeful religion, to


fill the gaps. 

As we’ve seen, the narrative remains unchanged even when there is a new narrator. But there is a difference between the current U.S. administration and its predecessors. Where others pursued their aims clandestinely or behind the fig-leaf of diplomacy, this regime is blatant in the nakedness of its ambitions. Its eschewing of hegemony in favour of coercion has created the conditions in which the counter-narrative can thrive. The counter-narrative is produced by the narrative as a mirror image of resistance.


Clinton’s bombing of  Sudan and Afganistan in 1998 effectively created Al Qaeda,


both as a known entity in the intelligence world and also in the Muslim world.


In fact, the bombings created Osama bin Laden as a major symbol, led to a very


sharp increase in recruitment and financing for Al Qaeda-style networks, and


tightened relations between bin Laden and the Taliban, which previously had


been quite hostile to him.
 

 Both narrative and its counter are motivated by the will to power with the result that when the revolution is successful and power is claimed, the counter-narrative becomes the narrative, spawning another counter-narrative of resistance in a perpetual dialectical process which never finds its way out of the discourses of power. The history of African independence affords a useful illustration of the phenomenon. In countries where the power game was being carried on in the same old way such as Kenya and Nigeria, the U.S. was content to orchestrate the hand-over from the colonial to the neo-colonial regime but where there was a risk that a different kind of game would be played by political leaders who were encouraging the emergence of other narratives, such as Patrice Lumumba and Samora Machel, the CIA arranged regime changing air crashes to dispose of them.

Today the appearance of the counter-narrative is seen most obviously in the emergence of a violent Islamic fundamentalism as the mirror image of the Christian fundamentalists sponsoring the state terrorism of the Bush administration. Indeed the presence of the counter force is a key ingredient in the process of justifying the use of violence in the maintenance of economic domination through the control of resources. Where once the communist served this purpose, with communism’s supposed threat being used by the Reagan administration to crush democracy in Nicaragua and to embark on the control of space, following the collapse of the USSR there was urgent need for a new counter to be created. The first Gulf War embarked, not entirely successfully, on this project but it was the attacks on the U.S. on September 11th 2001 which gave the major boost to the War on Terror and enabled the terrorist to supplant the communist in the imagination of the peoples of the West. The extent to which successive U.S. administrations actually created Bin Laden will be debated for some time to come but what is clear is that he is a product of the master narrative of neoliberal capitalism’s need for a counter-narrative. By declaring war on an abstract noun, the U.S. Government can maintain the country on a war footing for as long as it chooses since only it can declare when this ‘war’ is over. Indeed, it has already become a media-sanctioned commonplace to declare that this war will never be over and consequently that a state of permanent insecurity with its accompanying erosion of civil liberties is both acceptable and desirable as an anti-terrorist measure. Recently attention has been focussed upon the illegal detention of so-called terrorists in Guantanamo Bay Concentration Camp but, as George Monbiot reminded us in a Guardian article in 2001, the School of the Americas at Fort Benning in Georgia, recently renamed the Western Hemisphere Institute for Security Cooperation, has trained almost all the state sponsored terrorists who have destroyed Latin American attempts to establish democracy since 1945:


Given that the evidence linking the school to continuing atrocities in Latin America


is rather stronger than the evidence linking al-Qa’ida training camps to the attack


on New York, what should we do about the ‘evil-doers’ in Fort Benning, Georgia?


Well, we could urge our governments to apply full diplomatic pressure and to


seek extradition of the school’s commanders for trial on charges of complicity


in crimes against humanity. Alternatively, we could demand that our governments 


attack the United States, bombing its military installations, cities and airports


in the hope of overthrowing its unelected government and replacing it with a


new administration administered by the UN. In case this proposal proves


unpopular with the American people, we could win their hearts and minds by 


dropping naan bread and dried curry in plastic bags stamped with the Afghan flag.

Monbiot’s irony underlines the difference in might that separates the narrative from its counter. Power relations establish  normality according to the will and perspective of the powerful, leaving dissidents and artists to employ the tools of irony, paradox and contradiction in the service of counter-hegemony.

Alternative Narratives

For what is at issue in the revolutionary transformation of the world is not whose

power but the very existence of power. What is at issue is not who exercises power,


but how to create a world based on mutual recognition of human dignity, on the


formation of social relations which are not power relations.

Transformation, following Holloway, does not mean the transformation of power relations but rather the transformation of the very notion of power; in Holloway’s words, the transformation of ‘power over’ into ‘power to’. The narrative and its counter are both discourses of ‘power over’, dedicated to the dehumanisation and alienation of the vast majority of people in favour of the material excess and over-consumption of the few. The neoliberal economic system is the contemporary version of capitalism which has sought to spread the latter’s monetary relations into all areas of the public sphere: health, education and social services. An alternative narrative is one in which relationships are formed on the basis of dignity rather than of money. It is a narrative aimed at the release of creativity and imagination and therefore a narrative where art plays a major role. However, I am not referring to a narrative of personal fulfilment through a retreat from the injustice of the world but rather to a process of social fulfilment through the self-determination of groupings formed by horizontal not vertical relations:


Since the uprising on January 1, 1994 the Zapatistas have managed to sustain and 


develop a “symbolic guerrilla that disturbs the current conformism” to use Pierre


Bourdieu’s words. What follows? Will it be necessary to destroy the power of


international big business to build the new world? Well, yes, I suppose so. But for


now, what about changing the question? Shouldn’t we ask ourselves how we can


build new powers from below? How can we create a new common language to


define injustice and to imagine the new world?

The Zapatista uprising began in the eyes of the outside world as the latest in a long line of romantic and failed revolutionary movements with which the nineteenth and twentieth centuries were studded. Its iconic figurehead, Subcommandante Marcos, knowingly acquiesced in the conventions; his balaclava and pipe offering deliberate echoes of Che Guevara. But it soon became clear that the Zapatistas were not just another counter narrative; rather they are in the continuous process of creating alternative narratives in the struggle for the self-determination of the indigenous population of Chiapas. Born out of a counter movement of resistance to the corporate forces unleashed by the implementation of the North American Free Trade Association Treaty, the Zapatista National Liberation Army (EZLN) prevented the theft of indigenous lands by the Mexican army operating on behalf of US corporations. The EZLN did not, however, develop a command structure separate from the people it was protecting but instead took its orders from those people, enacting its maxim of ‘ruling by obeying’. The anonymity of Marcos, far from being a pseudo-revolutionary, tee-shirt gimmick, has developed into a metaphor for resistance without domination:


Marcos is a gay in San Francisco,a black in South Africa, an Asian in Europe, 


a Chicano in San Isidro, a Palestinian in Israel, an indigenous person in the


streets of San Cristóbal…a peasant without land, an underground editor, an


unemployed worker, a doctor with no office, a non-conformist student, a


dissident against neoliberalism, a writer without books or readers, and a 


Zapatista in the Mexican southeast. In other words, Marcos is a human being 


in this world. Marcos is every untolerated, oppressed, exploited minority that


is resisting and saying ‘Enough!’
 
And so Zapatismo spread out from Chiapas to become a global movement that does not propose a structure of power with which to counter neoliberalism but rather a different way of being, a different set of values that enable humans to define themselves outside the nexus of money and power:


The colonists focus on forcing land into property and the capitalists on forcing


labor [sic] into work. Yet we still possess our lives, our humanity, and our


memories of past freedoms and dreams of future liberations.
   

This is why our political masters and the designers of national curricula reduce history to heritage and keep us trapped in a news-saturated, continuous present. Neither capitalism itself, nor its contemporary manifestation, have existed for all time. A different past happened and another future is possible. We are all potential Zapatistas if we have the courage to face our contradictions and come out to play. There is no safe space, no academic cordon sanitaire apart from the world as it presently exists from which we can mount a dispassionate, objective analysis of the inequality and injustice of society. We are in it as subjects, wrestling every day with the reality of earning a living within capitalism while struggling to actualise a creative response to the demands of our imaginations. As academics we know all too well the difference between alienated labour – those tasks we perform unwillingly for the benefit of the management of the institution – and that work we undertake joyfully in the classroom, the field or the performance venue. Our work expresses our power to accomplish actions in the service of humanity. Our labour is the expression of the power which the system exerts over us. This power is increasingly associated with the corporate agendas which have infiltrated education as part of the wider strategy of neoliberalism to privatise all public services as commodities. As Pilger damningly declares, we have a social, a human responsibility which we have largely abdicated:


Those in charge of humanities teaching whisper complaints that universities have


become vocational training colleges obsessed with sponsorship. By keeping


silent, they have allowed governments to diminish a wealth of knowledge of


how the world works, declaring it ‘irrelevant’ and withholding funding. This is


not surprising when humanities departments – the engine rooms of ideas and


criticism – are close to moribund. When academics suppress the voice of


their knowledge, who can the public turn to?

We have a dismal record of resistance in the face of the corporate onslaught, in part at least, because our notion of resistance is framed by ideas of counter narratives from beyond ourselves rather than the application of our own resources. In a different world with different politicians and other ideologies all will be as it should be. But there is no different world just the one in which we operate today, we operated yesterday and will operate in tomorrow:


We are not a sleeping beauty, a humanity frozen in our alienation until our prince-


party comes to kiss us, we live rather in constant struggle to free ourselves from


the witch’s curse.

The negating of the negation that is the capitalist formation of human relations as objects determined by monetary value, is a perpetual struggle which has to inform all aspects of daily life and, more especially in our case, our practices as citizen artists. 

The Role of Art in a Mad World

That which is oppressed and resists is not only a who but a what. It is not only 


particular groups of people who are oppressed (women, indigenous, peasants,


factory workers, and so on), but also (and perhaps especially) particular aspects


of the personality of all of us: our self-confidence, our sexuality, our playfulness,


our creativity. The theoretical challenge is to be able to look at the person


walking next to us in the street or sitting next to us in a bus and see the stifled


volcano inside them.

The challenge to the artist is not only to develop practices that reveal the madness of the dominant narrative but also to use the possibilities of art to explore ways of existing sanely within the contradictions  spawned by that narrative. The easier option is to become part of the narrative, to participate in the madness by eliding the contradiction between art and consumption or to counter the narrative by insisting on the phoney distinction between education and entertainment. Such options lead artists into the state of denial articulated by Arthur Miller:


 Few of us can easily surrender our belief that society must somehow make sense.


The thought that the state has lost its mind and is punishing so many innocent


people is intolerable. And so the evidence has to be denied.

Perhaps it is this need to ‘make sense’ which drives us to make art in the first place. One of the child’s earliest articulated phrases is: “it’s not fair”. If life cannot create situations of fairness, art will have to supply the lack. But an art which produces fairness out of the magic of its producers rather than the reality of its depictions of social relations is merely the art of escape; of dreams gift-wrapped for easy consumption.

Harold Pinter began his Nobel acceptance speech with these words:


In 1958 I wrote the following: “There are no hard distinctions between what is real


and what is unreal, nor between what is true and what is false. A thing is not 


necessarily either true or false; it can be both true and false.” I believe that these


assertions still make sense and do still apply to the exploration of reality through


art. So as a writer I stand by them but as a citizen I cannot. As a citizen I must


ask: What is true? What is false?


   Truth in drama is forever elusive. You never quite find it but the search for it is


compulsive.
  

The binary suggested by Pinter’s distinction between the artist and the citizen is one which various art forms of the latter part of the last century have sought to dissolve in the concept of the citizen artist. In fact, I would put Pinter’s later plays into just such a category: as attempts to use the process of theatre to examine aspects of human relations within the conditions imposed upon them by the prevailing narrative. These plays ask their audiences how it is possible to resolve the contradictions between power and justice, between economics and equity, between order and law: Guantanamo Bay may be orderly but it is certainly illegal. 

Art is about communicating what life usually disguises from us; about taking us into places that surprise, shock, amaze; jerking us out of the zones of habit and comfort to change our notions of what we are and what we might be. As a social, collective branch of art, theatre focuses upon social change, upon how the world can be changed and upon why it must be changed. It does not, however, offer blueprints for change; no five year plans or plans for the American Century. Instead it locates the human imagination and the human consciousness within a paradigm where change is possible; a place where we, individually and collectively, accept responsibility for the world. Art is about the recognition and communication of our ‘power to’ in contradistinction to contemporary politics which devotes its energies to ‘power over’.


The philosophers have only interpreted the world in various ways;


the point is, to change it. 

Bertolt Brecht stated that he took this statement of Marx and applied it to the theatre. For Brecht, therefore, theatre is, unequivocally, about changing the world. He did not, however, set about producing a theatre that could occupy a place in some utopian vanguard of the revolution. Instead, he sought ways of depicting on stage the barriers to human social development and a suggestion of some of the possibilities when these barriers were overcome. For this reason the notion of Verfremdung (the making strange of the familiar) came to occupy a central place in his dramaturgy. Characters such as Schweyk, the internal subversive and Azdak, the dialectical Joker, show what can be achieved in the most adverse circumstances when historical events are stripped of the propaganda in which they are routinely packaged by the powerful. As a counter-hegemonic device the Verfremdungseffekt is used to open up a space in which the world can be considered in new ways. It embraces both the principle of criticality: preferring intellectual curiosity to common sense, and creativity: starting with what people are capable of not with what they have been told for centuries that they are unable to do.

Many aspects of the contemporary phenomenon labelled ‘applied theatre’ owe their origins to this concept of Brecht’s. Theatre for Development in particular is a process which seeks to combine criticality and creativity to forge social analyses that come from sectors of communities where the opportunities to express an opinion, yet alone act upon it, are often non-existent. Grounded in the stories that emerge from the participants because ‘taught only by reality, can reality be changed’,
 the theatre process develops spaces where alternatives can be posited, where, through the force of the dramatic narrative, the actors might be transformed from the objects into the subjects of their own development. This process can, however, only be liberating if the ‘reality’ of the situation in which the participants are living is properly understood. Given the ubiquitous reach of the neoliberal model of globalisation, this requires that the facilitator be capable of supporting communities in making connections between the everyday details of their material reality and the economic arrangements which their governments have entered into with global financial institutions and transnational corporations. It is not through acts of God that Korean farmers can no longer find a buyer for their rice or that dwellers in the slums of Dar es Salaam were having to pay for water. It is to the expression of these and such like realities that our art must attend today. Art must bring contradiction to the point where it is exposed as intolerable for intolerable contradiction is the motor of social changes which provoke the formation of alternative narratives to break the vicious circle of narrative and its counter.

Education in a Mad World

The looking-glass school teaches us to suffer reality, not change it; to forget


the past, not learn from it; to accept the future, not invent it. In its halls of


criminal learning, impotence amnesia and resignation are required courses.


Yet perhaps – who can say – there can be no disgrace without grace, no 


sign without a countersign, and no school that does not beget its counterschool.

Despite the pervasive interventions of the media, almost always directed at buttressing the status quo, education remains in the front line of the struggle to ‘name the world’. Lest young people or even teachers might be tempted to name the world according to the promptings of their own experience of it and their own creative responses to it, politicians here and elsewhere take elaborate measures to prevent such an eventuality. The National Curriculum (what curriculum does a nation have? A neoliberal one, stupid.) prescribes the limits of the knowledge to be made available to young people who can, therefore, only participate in an agenda set by others. In the UK today, as in many other countries, the curriculum designers are not even the increasingly deskilled teachers who have some sense of children’s preoccupations from their daily contact with them, but rather government experts with little or no contact with children who are responding to the perceived needs of politicians, businessmen and other lobby groups. Much of the current storm over the Government’s education reforms misses the real crisis – different deck-chair arrangements on the Titanic – of a system which has been created to serve the needs of government and business masquerading as one which is for the benefit of children and students.


This passive drilling is the most tremendous waste of lives, time and money. It’s the


reason for so much failure, bad behaviour and boredom. .. So many people would


like their children to be taught in ways that gave them genuine skills, enthusiasm 


and the pleasure of discovery…. But schools dare not teach major subjects differently


while the threat of being failed by Ofsted or falling down league tables looms. If the


government and its critics really want to reduce failures in school and make this a more


equitable, better-educated nation, this is where reforms have to begin. 

Unfortunately, the government is only concerned to address failure within its system, not failure of the system. The madness of that system requires the pupils to conform to insanity in order to succeed. It is a system geared to the training of people to take their economically productive place in a failing world. It has no interest in educating people to participate creatively in the worlds of their own naming. Educating children for a life in a world which is not theirs, is, however, in the long run doomed. The components of the system are human: recalcitrant, disaffected, and, until blunted by consumerist blandishments, yearning for a fairer world. As the present system fails more and more of its people and, increasingly, the planet itself, so a different way of managing our affairs will have to be found. In the search for these other ways, education, in the proper sense of the concept, will have a key role to play in unlocking the creativity and imagination of young people so that they can determine the agendas for change.

In the search for other narratives we already have some beginnings; some frameworks for global justice with which we, as artists and educators, can engage. In a whole variety of contexts the neoliberal master-narrative has been ambushed by skirmishers and outriders from  rights groups. The United Nations Declaration of Human  Rights proposes a set of values predicated upon a base not of economic profitability for the few but human dignity for all. Within that rights framework the more particular focus of the Convention on the Rights of the Child provides a legal framework with which all those who work with young people can hold governments to account. For instance, Article 13 of the CRC states:


The child shall have the right to freedom of expression; this right shall include


freedom to seek, receive and impart information and ideas of all kinds,


regardless of frontiers, either orally, in writing or in print, in the form of art,


or through any other media of the child’s choice. 

 Collisions and contradictions between the neoliberal injustice frame and the human rights frame are likely to increase in frequency and intensity in the coming years under the pressures of globalisation and diminishing resources for economic growth. Artists whose art is about the right to be human and teachers/learners whose pedagogy is about supporting the development of active citizens will need to find ways of exploring and exposing contradictions that enable human-centred understandings to offer alternatives to the so-called ‘free’ market.

The Fate of the Planet in a Mad World
It seems to be a feature of human nature, that we only adopt radical responses to crises of living at the point where the contradiction becomes intolerable. Faced with the prospect, not so distant, of bringing about our own extinction it is just possible that we may start to doubt the systems which have brought us to this place. Having gone a long way towards the elimination of both bio- and cultural diversity, we might just pause for a moment and consider whether we are in the process of wiping out the very means of our own survival; be that weather systems, habitats, other species or other ways of living.


One thing we know,


which the white man may one day discover –


our God is the same God. You may think now that you own Him


as you wish to own our land; but you cannot.


He is the God of man, and His compassion is equal


for the red man and the white. This earth is precious to Him,


and to harm the earth is to heap contempt on its Creator.


The whites too shall pass; perhaps sooner than all other tribes.


Continue to contaminate your bed,


and you will one night


suffocate in your own waste.


But in your perishing you will shine brightly,


fired by the strength of the God who brought you to this land


and for some special purpose gave you dominion over


this land and over the red man. That destiny is a


mystery to us, for we do not understand when the


buffalo are all slaughtered, the wild horses are


tamed, the secret corners of the forest are heavy with


the scent of many men, and the view of the hills


blotted out by talking wires. Where is the thicket?


Gone. Where is the eagle? Gone. And what is it to


say goodbye to the swift pony and the hunt? The end of


living and the beginning of survival. 

By one of those great ironies out of which human history is forged, the chief of the Suquamish from the Pacific north-west of North America bequeathed his name to the city which was to become the home to Microsoft, the power point of globalisation and hand-maiden of the very processes which the old chief foresaw in his closing moments. However, the alternative narratives which must be developed in the face of planetary exhaustion do not amount to a retreat into a past existence, mythical or real. We cannot step into the same stream twice. Much can be learnt from the past but it is learning which has to enter into a dialectical relationship with our understanding of living at this moment in this world. At the end of his meticulous study Collapse: How Societies Choose to Fail or Survive, Jared Diamond forms this conclusion:


For our society as a whole, the past societies that we have examined in this book


suggest broader lessons. Two types of choices seem to me to have been crucial


in tipping their outcomes towards success or failure: long-term planning, and


willingness to reconsider values. On reflection, we can also recognize the crucial


role of these same two choices for the outcomes of our individual lives.

One of those choices has depended on the courage to practice long-term 

thinking, and to make bold, courageous, anticipatory decisions at a time when

problems have become perceptible but before they have reached crisis proportions….

The other crucial choice illuminated by the past involves the courage to make

painful decisions about values. Which of the values that formerly served a society

well can continue to be maintained under new changed circumstances? Which

of those treasured values must instead be jettisoned and replaced by different

approaches? 
 

The most effective, in Diamond’s terms ‘successful’ choices are those which are owned by all the members of a particular society. The old ways of representative democracy, degenerating into a system where the politicians represent only themselves and a small section of the business elite, shoring up the old institutions that privilege themselves, cannot deliver these choices. ‘Different approaches’ depend upon the participation of active citizens who practise direct democracy, drawing upon the power of their creativity and their criticality; powers which the academy should foster but all too often denies. Part of the reason for this denial is the division of knowledge into discrete territories of specialisation, each with their own Masonic entry requirements. The American biologist Edward Wilson has coined the term ‘consilience’ to describe the opposite process of bringing our diverse understandings into connected wholeness. He concludes his book thus:


In the course of all of it we are learning the fundamental principle that ethics is everything.


Human social existence, unlike animal sociality, is based on the genetic propensity to form


long-term contracts that evolve by culture into moral precepts and law. The rules of


contract formation were not given to humanity from above, nor did they emerge randomly


in the mechanics of the brain. They evolved over tens or hundreds of millennia because


they conferred upon the genes prescribing them survival and the opportunity to be


represented in future generations. We are not errant children who occasionally sin by


disobeying instructions from outside our species. We are adults who have discovered which


covenants are necessary for survival, and we have accepted the necessity of securing


them by sacred oath.


The search for consilience might seem at first to imprison creativity. The opposite is true.


a united system of knowledge is the surest means of identifying the still unexplored


domains of reality. It provides a clear map of what is known, and it frames the most 


productive questions for future inquiry. Historians of science often observe that asking


the right question is more important than producing the right answer. The right


answer to a trivial question is also trivial, but the right question, even when insoluble


in exact form, is a guide to major discovery. And so it will ever be in the future


excursions of science and imaginative flights of the arts….


To the extent that we depend on prosthetic devices to keep ourselves and the biosphere


alive, we will render everything fragile. To the extent that we banish the rest of life,


we will impoverish our own species for all time. And if we should surrender our 


genetic nature to machine-aided ratiocination, and our ethics and art and our very


meaning to a habit of careless discursion in the name of progress, imagining ourselves


god-like and absolved from our ancient heritage, we will become nothing. 

The challenge, as ever, is not to become something other than ourselves, not to surrender

to the madness, but to find within ourselves, using all our genetically developed powers of creativity, another way of living that more nearly matches our desire for dignity, for justice and for survival. Our rights, our entitlements as humans must play a key role in this struggle. In the words of Fidel Castro:


We are fighting for the most sacred rights of the poor countries; but we are also


fighting for the salvation of a First World incapable of preserving the existence


of the human species, of governing itself in the midst of contradictions and


self-serving interests and much less of governing the world whose leadership


must be democratically shared. 
 

 In The Madness of Conclusions
We began, a long time ago, with Shakespeare and the madness of binaries and Hamlet’s flight into the fool who is able to undertake the necessary border-crossings between madness and sanity within his ‘antic disposition’. I close with Edward Bond’s descent into Shakespearean madness and the attempt to dissolve the binary of life and death in the person of his version of King Lear, a man who reconstitutes all the failed values of his life into another way of being at the moment of his death; a transformation, a process but not an end:


I’ve suffered so much, I made all the mistakes in the world and I pay for each of them.


I cannot be forgotten. I am in their minds. To kill me you must kill them all. Yes, that’s


who I am. Listen, Cordelia. You have two enemies, lies and truth. You sacrifice truth


to destroy lies, and you sacrifice life to destroy death. It isn’t sane. You squeeze a 


stone till your hand bleeds and call that a miracle. I’m old, but I’m as weak and clumsy


as a child, too heavy for my legs. But I’ve learned this, and you must learn it or you’ll


die. Listen, Cordelia. If a God had made the world, might would always be right, that


would be so wise, we’d be spared so much suffering. But we made the world – out of


our smallness and weakness. Our lives are awkward and fragile and we have only one


thing to keep us sane: pity, and the man without pity is mad.
  

We participate in this madness each time we place a grade on a student’s work. We participate in this madness each time we take a hot shower while a woman in sub-Saharan Africa walks twenty kilometres to fill a bucket with polluted water. As artists and teachers we cannot escape into the fantasy of occupying some safe space called ‘theatre’ or ‘the academy’. All we can do is avoid the seductive cul-de-sac of the counter-narrative and let our art and our pedagogy throw lightening bolts against the gathering gloom so that they highlight the contradictions and offer glimpses of another world, a different narrative that is, indeed, possible. As citizen artists and human becomings we are always walking on the edge of possibility, learning to be and not to be. That is the answer. 
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