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Abstract: 

The present paper endeavours to study and reject the propositions of those critics who 
intended to relate the dramaturgy of Bond to those of his absurdist counterpart. The overall 
purpose of this is to take a clear stance regarding Bond’s aversion to the absurdist’s who have 
fostered a cynical attitude among the audiences. Bond aims in his plays to maintain the 
human dignity, which he register by showing his audiences that a social utopia is possible 
through rational means. Every now and then Bond seems to suggest to his audience that u 
can’t despair if you do you will lose everything. Therefore, Bond assures his audience that 
not only can we change the situation that we find ourselves in, but this irrational society can 
be reformed into best possible world. 
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Edward Bond is one of the most prominent British dramatists of the contemporary times. He 
belongs to the realist tradition of G B Shaw and John Galsworthy, adopting a realist mode of 
dramatic presentation and a commitment to the socialist ideals. For him dramatic art justifies 
itself only if it encourages people to see themselves as responsible members of the society. 
Bond has rightly been called a ‘rational dramatist’, an epithet that marks him off from the 
absurdist tradition of Europe. Rejecting the absurdist proposition that posits absurdity as the 
necessary and universal condition of man, Bond strongly argues that humans, if they wish, 
can create a rational society based on justice and equality. His socialist theatre attacks what 
he calls society’s dominant and too readily accepted myths: that man is innately violent, that 
science and technology will solve all of man’s problems and the capitalist system is best 
because it appeals to the man’s natural aggressiveness. Another factor that makes Bond reject 
the Absurdist Theatre is his faith that men’s destinies are inseparably bound with their social 
and historical context. He foregrounds the significance of historical context through dramatic 
presentation of individuals. Bond’s plays often thematically incorporate the very social and 
cultural contradictions, which the strategies of plays and their formal innovations address in 
different ways. By constantly bringing into question the function of literature, Bond’s work 
can uncomfortably challenge an audience’s unexamined habit of attending the theatre. The 
desire to speak for a society is increasingly present in Bond’s works and his dramas address 
audiences in the process of change through rational action. 

Edward Bond calls his theatre ‘rational theatre’ in the sense that it says there is a meaning to 
history, there is an explanation for human miseries and that we can discern a pattern in 
history and ameliorate the human condition, “I call my plays rational but they are often very 
passionate and very emotional plays, because passion and emotion are part of a rational life” 
(C. Chambers, 1880: 24). Bond disliked the theatre of the absurd because it is fundamentally 
pessimistic and, therefore, cynical theatre. Its ultimate effect is to destroy in people a 
confidence and trust in themselves. “I call my theatre the rational theatre for this reason: it is 
in opposition to the absurd theatre” (Chambers, 26). He deals with the problem of 
irrationality (injustice & violence) because they are the problems that break the society. And 
when he deals with irrational subjects, as he often does, it leads some to imagine him as an 
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irrational or the one writing for the Theatre of the Absurd. He is not interested in the Theatre 
of the Absurd at all, because according to him, it is disastrous and that life is not absurd, but 
the society is (Being a Marxist social morality for him is the root cause of suffering). He 
contends that if life is absurd, then everyone knows that we are some sort of freaks in some 
corner of the universe and we are all going to destroy ourselves. For Bond, the only 
justification for going to theatre is that it is a public institution in which our problems are 
made clear, are made real for us, and at the same time we are given hope and confidence in 
order to change the situation in which we find ourselves: “I would like to be able to create 
individuals on the stage…to be able to present people in such a way that you can understand 
their social relationship and be able to read the rest of their society in them, to understand 
them as living processes” (Chambers, 27). Bond’s plays tend to get connected to things like 
the Theatre of Absurd but this is not true, because if a play like Bingo (1974) ends with a 
suicide, it does not mean it is a pessimistic play. He sees it as the working out of the 
rationality of the society that artist like Shakespeare succumbs to because of severe pressure. 
So Bingo is a demonstration of the working out of the rationality of society which are rational 
and coherent and from which the audience can learn. Bond believes “if an optimistic play is 
one where the people come at the end and say hurrah, that is a false optimism. All one can do 
to write an optimistic play is to show that human activity has meaning” (Ian Stoll, 1976: 417), 
which all of Bond’s plays display. His plays must be judged by the truth that has been 
demonstrated in it, and his plays demonstrate some truth about our lives. The optimistic 
tendency of Bond can be discerned in plays like Bingo, Saved (1965) and Lear (1971) where 
it is quite possible for audience to learn something at the end, “to go out in order to start a 
new life” (Bond, 1973: 167). Bond wanted his play The Sea (1973) to be an optimistic play, 
to be able to reassure people about their ability to cope not only with their private problems 
but also with their political problems. He wanted to create in audience a genuine confidence 
in their ability that would encourage people to realize that they can find meaning in their 
activities and lives. Bond’s optimism rests on his belief that “destruction is finally petty and 
in the end life laughs at destruction” (Bond, 1973:168). It is important to understand that 
Bond, often seen as a nihilist whose plays are filled with images of violence, retains a 
stubborn faith in humanity, what he calls the contradiction of “humanness”. If Bond looks 
into the abyss, he also points to something beyond. As he points out “you have to see how 
people deal with the crisis, but in the end you cannot despair. If you are going to despair, stop 
writing” (M. Billington, 2008: 27). If his plays are staged and enacted in the way in which 
they are written what comes across is a colossal affirmation of life. Bond says, “Writers of 
the theatre of the absurd in our time write only from weakness because they are trapped in the 
decadence of our time and have no rational view of the future or of anything else” (Bond, 
1978: 2).  

Characters that are dramatic irritants, rather than progressing, that seem to thrive on 
inactivity, that pursue information in an irregular, careless fashion, are the characteristic traits 
of the Absurdist Theatre that could easily describe Bond’s Pam, and, more especially, Len 
(characters in Saved). The purpose of the approach, however, is not anywhere like the one 
Bond ascribes to Beckett, whom Bond sees as utterly apolitical and thus a useless artist. “I am 
made weary by the theatre of Beckett,” he writes, “because it is written with great care and 
artistry yet nothing comes of it except pity”  (Bond, 1996: 23). The playwright Edward Bond 
has long made known his antagonism to dramatists allied to Martin Esslin’s Theatre of the 
Absurd (1961). The work of Samuel Beckett has come in for particular criticism by Bond. 
Bond’s work is to be a rational art based on a coming socialist utopia:  

“what art conveys is that human beings envisage perfection, that their condition 
makes the search and creation of that perfection morally necessary, and that the 
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often seemingly arbitrary and absurd events of history have meaning as part of 
this creation” (Bond, 1978: 13) 

 Rather than walk a tight rope with the absurd, Bond’s works tighten a didactic grip on his art, 
resulting in obviously preachy, sometimes called “answer plays”. With his aversion towards 
absurdist art, Bond is annoyed by an early critic of Saved who states, “Morally the production 
offers a blank cheque to the audience’s imagination” (Bond, 2000: 92). Bond counters in his 
notes that “the moral involvement of the play is stressed” (Bond 92). Plays that write moral 
blank checks for the audience travel a path not desirable to Bond, whose goal is for the 
political stimulation of the audience. Citing Beckett, as he often does as a negative example, 
Bond believes that plays without moral function only lead to artistic prostitution and a 
capitalist commoditization of art:  

“The philosophy of the absurd claimed to be moral statement about foundation…It took 
political violence and separated it from any judgement…If you live in a society where a 
banknote has meaning… then everything else has a meaning … derived from money”. 
(Bond, 1994: 31) 

Bond wants art to have social purpose and moral strength. Anything else plays into the 
greedy, corrupting hands of capitalism. He states, “the philosophy of the absurd is a 
philosophy of the rich which they require the poor to live. Beckett has written… pages 
bought for a thousand pounds. . . . That is an act of violence,” (Bond, 1994: 31). Certainly, 
many of the flexible tools of modern theatre come from the absurdist theatre, as witnessed by 
their successful use by Harold Pinter and Caryl Churchill, but Bond cannot forgive the absurd 
for its refusal to explain itself, for showing that we can do nothing to change our society 
except “nothing”. As Jenny Spencer aptly asks, “what would have become of Bond as an 
artist, had he not had such a frozen contempt for Beckett?” (1992: 9). Bond expresses his 
stance in explicit terms, “there can be no good play which does not praise life” (Bond 
2001:181).  

Bond’s aversion towards the Absurdist Theatre is right, for showing that we are helplessly 
thrown in this universe, that present situation is best that we can have, and it cannot be 
changed. But the fact that Bond is writing during 1950s, the time when Absurdism was at its 
peak, and it turns inevitable for him to escape the influences that he retained from it.  Bond’s 
continual denouncing of the Theatre of the Absurd presents several difficulties for him. As 
far as Len’s development in Saved as a character is concerned, it seems that Bond is not fully 
aware of the interesting Frankenstein he is creating. Bond makes authorial comments in his 
writings outside of the play about Len’s ethical nature, yet an ethical nature is exactly what 
Len, as well as other characters in the play, lacks. It is, in fact, Len’s lack of character that is 
his most interesting dramatic trait. It’s as if Bond is forgetting that many of his own plays are 
not in praise of life, his play Coffee, (1995) which describes man’s indifference to the 
Holocaust, and Saved, which shows indifference to the death of a child, are not best described 
as vehicles in praise of life. The recording of the absurd and the fantastic can be easily seen in 
Bond plays like Early Morning,(1967) with its lampooned characterizations of the royal 
family and other Victorian icons, as well as in the grotesque situation of the conjoined twins, 
Princes Arthur and George. The absurd can pop up in a Bond play occasionally, as it does in 
the last moments of The Pope’s Wedding (1962). The absurd also can be seen in Saved, with 
its character of Len, someone “in the trees,” someone whose feet are not fully on the ground. 
Adorno’s statement about George Lukacs (Who derided absurdist’s and experimental writers 
and was in praise of realist for separating the art from the ideology of an era) and other social 
realists “wrongheaded dislike of the absurd, they hate in Beckett what they have betrayed” 
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(121). What prevents Bond’s plays from falling under the label of Absurdism is his unfailing 
faith in human regeneration. This optimism is tempered by realism, for he knows that any 
change will be dawdling and painstaking. Nevertheless, in an era in which solipsism, 
nihilism, and defeatism are all too prevalent, Bond’s views challenge people both to 
recognize corruption and to accept responsibility through action. Therefore, Bond shows his 
play’s conclusion is a measured account of the difficulty of redemption in an unjust society. 
For instance, at the end, Lear’s (Lear) changing himself does not change his society. 
Shakespeare in Bingo acts to demonstrate his understanding of his own betrayal. He kills 
himself. Len in Saved is on the edge of things, as it’s not enough that Len’s mending chair at 
the play’s end displays a spark of hope in the world, showing that Len has not lost his 
resilience, he mends the chair. Len lives with people at their worst and most hopeless and 
does not turn away from them. “I cannot imagine optimism more tenacious, disciplined or 
honest than his” (Bond, 309). If the spectator does not take this position, she or he is the one 
found lacking. “He has not learned to clutch at straws”. It would be superficial to suppose 
that any greater optimism than this could reasonably be shown at the end of such a sombre 
and realist work. The sense of possibility is vital in Bond’s plays, it is something they return 
to time after time, and realise dramatically in the teeth of what we had thought was hopeless. 
Len can stay with the family and not be destroyed by the experience. At the end of The Sea, 
Willy is about to leave to get married; he has a final conversation with Evens which makes 
him wonder if, like Evens, he too should stay, “Should I stay in town? Work hard”. Evens 
retorts, “No go away. You won’t find any more answers here. Go away and find them. . . . 
I’ve told you these things so that you won’t despair. But you must still change the world” 
(169).” Bond’s main characters in their struggle against an overpowering society come to 
understand their predicament and mankind’s need for social justice. Willy in The Sea, 
consoles Rose with this understanding, “If you look at life closely it is unbearable. What 
people suffer. . . . It is all unbearable but that is where you have to find your strength. . . . So 
you should never turn away. If you do, you lose everything” (Bond, 1973: 44). From this 
understanding most of Bond’s characters go to accomplish some form of positive social 
action. Len in Saved begins to act positively by living “with people at their worst and most 
helpless” (Bond, 1965: 5). Arthur, in the last act of Early Morning, sees clearly what his 
position is and is then able to act. In other words, he wants to get out of heaven and escape 
from society. Lear makes the first attack on society by starting to tear down his wall but he is 
quickly shot. Willy and Rose in The Sea, young strong and united, go off determined to 
change the world. Wang in The Bundle (1978) manages to successfully change the society. 
Bond’s position on the hero is expressed by Wang “To judge rightly what is good to choose 
between good and evil that is all that is to be human” (p 78). Bond believes theatre should 
reassure them about their strength to alter the society. The problems have to be handed over 
to the audience. This is because our problem is created all the time, constantly recreated. He 
believes justice is not achieved simply by saying who is guilty. If that were so it would be 
much easier to solve our problems. Bond’s dramas primarily deal with what is truth about the 
lives we are living, in spite of all the obfuscation and obscurantism that is heaped on 
individuals in our society. If a dramatist can cut through all the myths that people are brought 
up to believe and put on the stage at least some of the truth about society then he is pursuing 
the path of a good theatre. As a prolific playwright, Bond has introduced his comprehensive 
theory of the condition of the individual in relation to the society within a political 
framework. In his theory, society means “the establishment”, the social order and the 
individual. Bond’s commitment is to socialist ideology based on which he has formed the 
theory of his theatre. Bond wants to create a new political consciousness through which 
members of the society will be able to recognise the injustices and irrationalities which afflict 
the society. Before assuming a political responsibility to change the society, the audience 
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should first identify the social defects and their origins. Bond’s concern is not only with how 
individuals perceive and understand their historical situation in which they are placed but also 
with the ways in which that gained perception effects their capacity for politically correct 
action. As the damaging effects of a class structured society are reiterated from play to play, 
Bond’s emphasis on appropriate human response becomes increasingly focused. All of 
Bond’s plays provide narrative context that calls for social change, situations that demand 
some moral actions from the character and the audience as well, but none of Bond’s character 
is automatically endowed with enlightened vision, they come to it through the concrete social 
interaction in the play. 

The ultimate assumption, to be inferred both from Bond’s themes and characters, is that he 
rejects Absurdism and lays down his plan of a rationalist theatre, through what he calls 
‘action models’. One of the striking features of his theatre is his creation of bleak dramatic 
situations which nevertheless lead his heroes to emerge with the blooming hope of restoring 
these situations. The sense of possibility has come to be vital in Bond’s plays; it is something 
they return to time after time, in the teeth of what audiences had thought was hopeless. Those 
plays which transmit the idea of total resignation are not the paths travelled by him, quite the 
opposite; he is anxious to show that this model is inadequate for the modern audience. Instead 
of turning to resignation and protection, Bond’s characters turn to a readjustment of their 
behaviour and to a new action in consequence, even dying for a just cause. Their coming to 
knowledge and action requires difficult steps, and during the course of the play they move 
through the clearly discernible phases of pride, suffering, perception, and finally, a 
willingness to act. In the dynamic relationship between the play and its audience, Bond wants 
our experience of change and understanding to open our own eyes; and he may shock us into 
a very important thing---recognition of ourselves and our society. This recurrence of action 
for change model ultimately points to his deep rooted faith in the man’s ability to overcome 
the difficulties emerging in the confrontation between the irrational society and the 
individual. Bond’s instruction is clear and straightforward, to say deliberately to the audience, 
“you mustn’t be afraid. You must be conscious of the dangers but nevertheless be conscious 
of your strength” (Hay and Roberts, 143). Bond has successfully dramatized his lifelong 
preoccupation with changing the society through rational actions both in his themes and 
characters. His greatness in the twentieth century lies in the fact that he persisted in the 
human ability to cope with the social dilemmas in an age in which pessimism is a fashion. 
His theatre is an expression of the possibility of building a rational society and, ultimately, a 
contribution towards demonstrating the challenges in the way of achieving that goal. 

Bond as an optimist shows the moral autonomy of individual, and the fact that they can 
achieve moral sovereignty under a good society, but they are struggling to create such a 
society. This is the foundation of Bond’s socialism. In each of his plays the protagonist 
displays his forte to redress and reform the society through logical action. Although these 
actions may appear to be insignificant to the readers but they are inevitable for the characters. 
By expressing their will through these small gestures, Bond proposes that life can be lived 
prosperously, no matter the difficulties it offers. Bond’s strength as a playwright is his 
cautious optimism. He recognizes that human beings aren’t totally perfectible, and he also 
knows that any movement toward the regeneration of society will be extremely difficult, that 
the consciousness of an entire society cannot be changed immediately. Regardless of the 
difficulties, however, Bond is determined to demonstrate the value of rational attitudes in an 
irrational society. Therefore, rational theatre attempts to provide a way of life that is free of 
contradictions, a society whose values are governed by fellow feeling and sympathy for the 
downtrodden. This theatre is in search of societies whose values are human rather than 
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directed by social morality. The aim is simple to make the society free of violence, which can 
be achieved only through the rational attitudes of strong men. 

Works Cited: 

Bond, Edward. Plays: One. London: Methuen Press, 1976. 

---. Plays: Two. London: Methuen Press, 1977. 

---. Plays: Three. London: Methuen Press, 1978. 

 Chambers, Colin. Interview with Edward Bond. Modern Drama. Toronto. Vol. 4, No, 3. 
(1985), pp. 25- 26. 

Esslin, Martin. The Theatre of the Absurd. New York: Penguin Books, 1980. 

Hay, Malcolm and Philip Roberts. Bond: A Study of his Plays. London: Eyre Methuen, 1980. 

Interviewed by Michael Billington, Guardian, 23/11/1984. 

Letters, Volume I. Edited by, Ian Stuart. Philadelphia: Harwood Academic  Publishers, 1994. 

 “ The Rational Theatre.” Plays: Two. London: Eyre Methuen Ltd., 1978. 

 

 

 

 

www.the-criterion.comThe Criterion: An International Journal in English ISSN: 0976-8165

Vol. 6, Issue. IV August 2015186




