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Introduction

On transforming our social imaginary

I Dream of Obsolescence

Unlike any of my other books, I sincerely hope that this one becomes completely obsolete. Should some wayward reader from the future stumble upon it in the bowels of a library, I hope they’ll simply laugh and say, “A book on plays about the end of the world? What a preposterous subject. The world is fine. We have righted our ecological wrongs. All is now well with planet earth. We’ve no need for such antiquated apocalyptic hand wringing.” You see, I desperately want this book to be totally incorrect, terribly misguided, and subsequently relegated to the dustbin of misbegotten futurologies. And yet such a future, according to most of our scientists and climatologists, might be just around the corner. There is, at this precarious moment in our history, the very real possibility that — if we do not reverse our carbon-insistent way-of-being — there will be no tomorrow. This would mean no such library, with no such book, and, most frightening of all, no such reader to not read it. An alternate future is inching, every day, closer and closer, moving us from the realm of science fiction to science fact. It is a potential reality that is terribly hard for us to wrap our minds around, and therein lies both the problem and the impetus of this book.

Put simply: How do we, in the theater, talk about tackling such an enormous challenge which faces humankind? How can our art form, perhaps the most ephemeral of its aesthetic siblings, impress upon audiences the necessity for action? And, conversely: Why is this so very hard for our field to seem to do? Is this just a failure on theater’s part? Or does this problem plague all our sister arts? Does the current climate crisis, as some are wont to say, render all our aesthetic responses somewhat impotent when attempting to rouse our audiences to fight for the future of our planet? Such a question, inadvertently, gives rise to another set of equally troubling questions, which begins with the age-old suspicion that art in general is simply incapable of effecting any real substantial change on the world stage. Such naysayers insist that the whole idea of art as a catalyst for any form of praxis is doomed from the outset. According to them, we might as well put down our pens and brushes, pick up a nearby banner, and storm the citadels of climate denial. While we’re doing so, an older and perhaps even more pernicious question re-insinuates itself: Is even taking to the streets, or any form of collective action, capable of changing the status quo that is now regulated by the diffuse and yet seemingly implacable forces of neoliberal globalism? Are we still capable of collective change against such an invisible foe? All these questions send me to a memory:

From the Dark and Backward Abysm of My Youth

This happened some forty or so years ago. I must have been a freshman in college, and I had gone with a friend to see the movie Gandhi. This, as you may remember, was one of the last of the great Hollywood epics. Think of David Lean’s Lawrence of Arabia, and you get a sense of the majestic cinematic sweep of this film. Only Gandhi, contra Lawrence, brought about world-historical change with neither guns nor Arabian stallions; instead, Gandhi deployed a very simple concept: Satyagraha (nonviolent resistance). It was with this one improbable principle that he liberated all of India from the tyrannous yoke of British colonial rule. One would be hard-pressed to find a story better built to change the hearts and minds of its audience, as well as garner a few little golden statues along the way; which, in point of fact, it did, winning numerous academy awards, including best picture and best actor for the remarkable Ben Kingsley in a miraculous break-out performance as Gandhi. We saw the film at our favorite cineplex in Century City, renowned for its enormous projection screen and labyrinthian underground parking structure. The latter was a grand subterranean affair, a kind of architectural cross between a buried Egyptian pyramid and a vast, multistoried fallout shelter. I remember leaving the theater and riding down an endless escalator to the bowels of this parking complex. It seemed to have as many underground floors as letters in our English alphabet.

On the way down, I couldn’t help but overhear various observations from other cinema-goers who, like me, had just seen Gandhi. They all seemed to be in a state of blissful transformation. They spoke in hushed and reverential tones about how “I’ve never been so moved by a film,” “I’ll never be the same, thanks to this picture,” “This movie has changed my life,” “From now on, I want to dedicate myself to the path of Satyagraha.” It was as if I was witnessing some extraordinary mass conversion. This amazing experience lasted just long enough for everyone to get into their respective cars and attempt to leave the underground parking garage; discovering, in the process, that they were now — unwittingly — trapped within some sort of vehicular form of Dantesque gridlock, a circle of hell that the Italian poet had somehow forgotten to mention. Car horns began to blare, shouts of road rage could be heard echoing throughout the underground corridors, curses ensued, followed by threats, fender benders, and even a fist fight between two enraged motorists. My friend turned to me and said, “Wow, I guess the message of this movie lasted a whole ten minutes.” I think about those ten minutes a lot. Is that the actual shelf life of a work of political art? Six hundred meager seconds? That’s it? After that, we just revert to our former, fallen selves? But what did I expect? At the time, I had a feeling for what I wanted to have happen, but no name to put to this need. Much later, in my graduate school days, I stumbled upon the word I was looking for. It was from the ancient Greek and was made up of eight little letters that spelled out:

Metanoia, which Rhymes with Paranoia, but the Comparison Ends there

Some readers may know this word from its rather consequential appearance in the New Testament; it’s one of the first words uttered by Jesus in the Gospel according to Mark. It is there that the prophet from Galilee announces the kingdom of God and asks all to join him in metanoia. Although, in actuality, he wouldn’t have uttered this word in Greek since, as we know, Jesus knew no Greek, only Aramaic (an easy-going Semitic language that is to biblical Hebrew what Italian is to Latin). So the actual word he most likely used would have been tubah, which meant “Come back.” This word was based on the Hebrew shub, which meant “turn around” or “return.” Shub began as quite a literal verb and, very quickly, in the hands of the Hebrew prophets, became a metaphor for turning away from “the bad” and toward “the good.” And so, when the authors of the New Testament were casting about for a Greek equivalent to this word, they ingeniously settled on the Greek term metanoia. The word literally means “after-thought” (where meta = “after” or “beyond” and nous = “mind”), but it came to be the name for any fundamental turn/change of thought or heart. In the case of these ancient Greeks, this was pretty much the same thing, since both heart and mind were believed to be located in their chests. For the early Christians, metanoia was thought of solely in religious terms, as a kind of spiritual conversion representing not only a change of heart but also a repudiation of one’s current path, a turn toward atonement. The King James Bible makes all this very simple and straightforward; the word from now on will mean: Repent. End of Story.

But not exactly. Currently, metanoia has become the plaything of contemporary philosophers such as Armen Avanessian and Anke Hennig. They have reclaimed this word’s lexical roots, returning it to its pre-Christian meaning. This enables them to better discuss certain fundamental moments of individual and cultural transformations, which forever alter the existential core of our thinking. In their hands, metanoia now speaks of the change that can happen with the relationship between our minds and the world. Such a formidable kind of cultural metanoia occurs, according to them, perhaps once in a lifetime, and is able to bring with it certain far-reaching relocations in the thinking of human relations, radical/epochal changes in culture, and the potential collapse of previously prevailing points of view. It is a thinking that changes our very way of thinking. Metanoia, for these philosophers, doesn’t just bring about change, it institutes a whole new reality.1 This is what I was hoping for as I rode down that escalator after the movie Gandhi; this is what I pray for in terms of our meeting the demands of our current climate crisis. But how to bring such a metanoia about on a collective scale? That is the issue, particularly during:

The Age of Denial

The novelist Amitav Ghosh is perhaps one of the most astute critics of our cultural inability to think the unthinkable. He minces no words when it comes to the cataclysmic reality of climate change and says, in no uncertain terms, that “if certain literary forms are unable to negotiate these torrents, then they have failed — and their failures will have to be counted as an aspect of a broader imaginative and cultural failure that lies at the heart of the climate crisis.”2 We all seem to understand that finding the “right forms” to address this dire situation is of utmost urgency and yet they continue to elude us. Why? For Ghosh this is “perhaps the most important question ever to confront culture in the broadest sense.”3 Because of this simple brute fact, “the climate crisis is also a crisis of culture, and thus of the imagination.”4 The lack of such imagination speaks volumes about ourselves and our times. Ghosh asks:

In a substantially altered world, when the sea-level rise has swallowed the Sundarbans and made cities like Kolkata, New York, and Bangkok uninhabitable, when readers and museum goers turn to the art and literature of our time, will they not look, first and most urgently, for traces and portents of the altered world of their inheritance? And when they fail to find them, what should they — what can they — do other than to conclude that ours was a time when most forms of art and literature were drawn into modes of concealment that prevented people from recognizing the realities of their plight? Quite possibly, then, this era, which so congratulates itself on self-awareness, will come to be known as the time of the Great Derangement.5

This last haunting turn of phrase becomes the title of Ghosh’s seminal treatise, which goes on to diagnose the root causes of such a general derangement. He begins with a brief historical etiology, encompassing capitalism, imperialism, colonialism, and globalism. Then he discusses how these “isms” have become the four horsemen of our climate apocalypse. Having explored how we have gotten to this crisis point, he soberly assesses how his chosen aesthetic calling, the novel, seems incapable of effectively tackling the coming climate crisis. What Ghosh has to say here is particularly intriguing, not only for what it tells us about the limitations of the contemporary novel but also what it suggests about the possibilities of theater in addressing this issue.

Ghosh believes that part of the contemporary novel’s failure to deal with these issues has to do with a fundamental shift in the emphasis of the novel from the nineteenth to the twentieth century. For Ghosh, the contemporary novel has become more and more narcissistically centered on the individual psyche while the collective, what he calls “men in the aggregate” (think the works of Tolstoy and Dickens), has receded, in both the cultural and fictional imagination.6 This simple shift has tremendous repercussions. Modernism, which is always in pursuit of “the new,” has relegated the collective novel to an antiquated past. God forbid we should ever turn backward. We must always look, according to our Western aesthetics, to the future and its favorite plaything, “the new.” And, as if on cue, the twentieth-century novel of the individual is “in” and the nineteenth-century novel of the collective is “out.” The problem with such a turn is that global warming demands a collective response that the novel has forgotten how to address. For Ghosh, as long as contemporary fiction remains in the thrall of the individual at the expense of the idea of the collective, we will remain incapable of truly meeting the myriad challenges that are wrapped up in the phenomenon of global warming. This, of course, is not specific to the novel, and relates to the novel’s sister arts as well, including:

Our Current Theater; Its Problematics and Possibilities

A similar turn from the collective to the cult of the individual can certainly be found in our contemporary American theater where the vast majority of our plays have retreated from the public sphere to the private comfort of our living rooms. There, in this safely sequestered existence, we can forget the world at large (i.e., the collective plight of others) and focus on our own private interpersonal issues. It is a dramaturgical gambit that seems to go beyond an aesthetic preference and begins to bespeak a deeper kind of all-pervasive pathology. One begins to wonder if American theater is suffering from a kind of aesthetic agoraphobia, afraid to venture beyond its own well-appointed four walls for fear of what it might encounter in the great outside world; or, in the case of Edward Albee’s prescient A Delicate Balance, what might invade our homes should we, God forbid, open our doors and admit any outsider. In this pre-COVID-19 play, such others could be carrying within them some unnamed and yet highly infectious existential virus. I’ve always suspected this metaphoric virus of Albee’s to be guilt over those we’ve turned our backs on. It is a kind of political version of Freud’s “the return of the repressed,” only in this case, it should really be thought of as “the return of the oppressed.”

Such dramatic tendencies as these are not the roots of our theater; rather they are just a strange nineteenth-century mutation that has maintained its grip on our drama well into the beginnings of our own twenty-first century. It is not that dissimilar from the advent and unrelenting rise of capitalism. In many ways this “theater of the living room,” also known as bourgeois theater, can be seen as a by-product or —should we say? — an aesthetic side effect of capitalism itself. Western theater, as we know, had a very different point of origin. It began with the Greeks and the invention of tragedy, which in many ways, dealt with the fundamental tensions between the individual and the collective. This was made manifest at theater’s very inception. It happened when the actor Thespis allegedly stepped out from a choral competition and asserted himself as a central character of what the chorus had just been singing about. From that point on, Greek tragedy interrogated the rift between this chorus/collective and the emergent hero/individual.

All of theater, on a certain fundamental level, can be thought of in terms of this tension. Part of the basic phenomenology of the theater is, in many ways, to return us from the individual back to the collective. Think about this for a moment. We enter the theatrical experience as a singular “I” lost in our own ego-related issues and, if theater does its job correctly, that “I” slowly dissolves as we are watching a story about another individual or set of individuals; but just as important as what is happening beyond the footlights, is what is happening on either side of us. There are always all those annoying people seated just to our right and left, not to mention the ones in front and behind as well. Try as we might to forget about them and return to the play and our hermetic relation to it, we find ourselves constantly thwarted by the presence of these other individuals. The person to the left laughs when we laugh and the person to our right sighs when we sigh. The same is true with people in front and behind. They gasp as we gasp and are even inclined to shuffle in their seat just when we do. At the end of a play, when the lights come up, we often notice that everyone in the audience has, like us, the same tears in their eyes. The evening may have started out with us as an isolated “I” but, by the end of the play, that “I” has mysteriously morphed into a sense of being part of a collective “we.” This is theater’s essential job, it’s supposed to work this alchemy on a nightly basis. In the process, it gives us that momentary reconnection with others; a shared sense of belonging together. It would therefore seem to be the perfect platform to bring about the kind of return to the communal that Ghosh is asking for; but then there’s what we could call the Century-City-Cineplex-Effect where the message of a movie like Gandhi seems to last in its audiences’ collective consciousness for little more than ten minutes; after that, they are lured back to the more quotidian concerns of their individual everyday lives. This returns us to the troubling question of whether theater, or the arts in general, are actually capable of effecting any true and lasting change. I’ve come to believe that this sort of question is founded on a major temporal misconception, which is due, in part, to:

Modernity’s Impatience

This has always been a problem. But perhaps it has been further exacerbated in the age of Amazon where we have grown accustomed to pushing a button and having whatever we desire arrive at our doorstep within two days! As a result, we sometimes forget that change, particularly world-historical change, does not exactly happen on such an accelerated timetable. At least not on a collective/global level. Yes, St. Paul can have his own private conversion on the road to Damascus. Such a metanoia can be instantaneous for an individual, but remember that the worldwide acceptance of Christianity was the result of the long hard work of a group of deeply dedicated believers. It was a mass transformation that was several hundred years in the making. In our modern times, even Gandhi’s own Satyagraha was a lifetime’s work, the fruit of sixty-plus years where he and his followers endeavored to prove that something as immense as India’s independence could be achieved through simple acts of nonviolent protest. Or take Greek tragedy, which was part of a yearly festival for Athenians. This tradition lasted about a century. Over this swath of time it introduced and developed an appetite for a critical cast of mind that could then be applied to the problems of creating and maintaining a democracy. In the case of the Greeks, did one play create this frame of
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