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1
AUSTIN QUIGLEY

Pinter, politics and postmodernism (1)

Pinter’s plays have fascinated many people over the years for many reasons,
not the least of which is their capacity to resist large-scale generalisation. The
emphasis in the plays on complex and diverse local detail makes it very dif-
ficult to argue that the plays as a group exemplify the large general truths of
any existing theory about the nature of society, personality, culture, spiritu-
ality, anthropology, history or anything else of similar scope. This is not to
say that insights into the plays cannot be derived from all these sources.
Indeed they can, as several astute Pinter critics have demonstrated. The
trouble is that these various perspectives serve best as ways into the texture
of the plays rather than as summations of the implications of that texture,
and if excessively relied upon, they begin to obscure what they seek to clarify.

Stoppard uses an illuminating phrase to characterise the baffling experi-
ences of the leading characters in Rosencrantz and Guildenstern are Dead
when he describes them as constantly being intrigued without ever quite
being enlightened.1 That sense of being fascinated by something we do not
fully understand is, as Van Laan has argued, an irreducible aspect of the
experience of Pinter’s plays, and we have, I think, over the years come to rec-
ognise that the role of the critic is to increase the sense of enlightenment
without diminishing the sense of intrigue.2 To insist on defending the intrigue
against any enlightenment is, of course, to reduce all experience of a play to
the first experience, to insist on each play’s inviolable particularity and thus
effectively to abandon the task of criticism. To insist upon full enlightenment
is to erase the sense of intrigue, to allow the critical perspective to supplant
the play, and thus effectively to undermine the play’s capacity to function as
a Pinter play. What we appear to need from criticism is the kind of enlight-
enment that clarifies and enhances the subtlety of the intrigue rather than the
kind that, in explaining the nature of the intrigue, explains it away.

These issues are not without their significance for the work of any play-
wright, but there is something about Pinter plays that makes the balance
between intrigue and enlightenment particularly difficult for criticism to get
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right. And Pinter’s intermittent forays into the realm of political commen-
tary have served to make it even more difficult.3 Should we adopt the polit-
ical guidance he sometimes offers us and announce that we have finally
found the enlightening larger picture of which all the plays’ complexities are
simply constituent parts, or should we be defending his early plays against
their author’s belated desire to convert them into illustrations of political
oppression and abuse of authority?

Before we surrender to the urge to reinvent phrases like ‘the personal is the
political’, we should remember that response to such slogans in the past has
included lengthy arguments about the meaning of the terms ‘personal’ and
‘political’. But just as important is the often overlooked issue of the meaning
of the word ‘is’. Do we mean it in the sense that 2 � 2 is 4, a sense of total
equivalence, or do we mean it in the sense of Pinter is tall, i.e. he is among
other things tall? Is all of the personal political, most of it, or just some of it?
As far as Pinter’s plays are concerned, it is important to note that even as he
begins to argue in the 1980s that many of his earlier plays were, indeed, polit-
ical, he exempts from this claim Landscape, Silence, Old Times and
Betrayal.4 And if whole plays can be exempted from the claim that the per-
sonal is the political, it would follow that whatever the political component
of the other plays, they are not necessarily only or even centrally political.

Leaving to one side Pinter’s comments on these matters, it is well to remind
ourselves of the way in which literary theory, in one of its rare enlightened
phases, used to draw attention to the dangers of excessive explanatory
claims. One discipline or mode of enquiry after another was able to make
foundational claims on the basis of the argument that its material and con-
cerns had a bearing on almost every aspect of our lives. Thus it could be
claimed that everything is a matter of history, or that everything is a matter
of economics, or that everything is a matter of psychology, or that everything
is a matter of language and so on. The recognition that these claims can be
made with equal conviction and justification by a variety of equally con-
vinced groups should temper the enthusiasm for currently competing claims
that everything is a matter of politics, or of power, or of gender, or of race,
or of culture, or of the postmodern era, or of any other factor that helps con-
stitute the multi-faceted complexity of our lives.

Though such enthusiasm should be tempered, it should not, of course, be
eradicated because all of these frameworks have something to contribute –
but preferably if developed in the context of what the other ones might also,
in varying degrees, have to offer. Pinter’s 1980s enthusiasm for the politics of
art should likewise be neither overvalued nor undervalued. It simply asks to
be put in the appropriate perspective, along with his 1960s efforts to distance
each from the other.5 The trajectory of Pinter’s avowed interest in political
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issues seems to have become one of oscillation between undervaluing and
overvaluing the political, an oscillation fortunately by no means as visible in
the plays themselves, for reasons that can be abstracted from his political
comments.

Pinter’s initial hostility towards politics was largely a hostility towards
institutional politics and politicians because of their tendency to indulge in
reductive social analysis.6 Built into institutional politics, he felt, was the
need to establish positions and programmes that could earn widespread
support among large numbers of very different people. Such procedures
require simplification and a search for common denominators. Politicians
consequently tend to display a readiness to settle for what is currently pos-
sible rather than to register a sustained determination to deal with all the
imponderables of the actual or to confront the intractability of the necessary.
Pinter’s early refusal to get involved in political matters was thus born not
of indifference to social problems but of serious doubt that political chan-
nels, political arguments and political action could serve to ameliorate social
problems rather than exacerbate them. When he warned us in 1962 to
‘Beware of the writer who puts forward his concern for you to embrace, who
leaves you in no doubt of his worthiness, his usefulness, his altruism, who
declares that his heart is in the right place, and ensures that it can be seen in
full view, a pulsating mass where his characters ought to be’, he is not just
indicating how to avoid writing bad plays but also suggesting how to avoid
promoting the kind of inadequate social analysis characteristic, he feels, of
politicians in general.7 ‘To be a politician,’ he argued, ‘you have to be able
to present a simple picture even if you don’t see things that way.’ 8 To be a
successful dramatist, by implication, you have to be free to explore complex
pictures that clarify without necessarily reducing the complexity of social
experience.

Pinter’s early dramatic technique is less one of moving from the local com-
munity context to the larger political context than of scrutinising the local
context so closely that it becomes difficult to abstract simple generalisations
about individual responsibility, community convictions or collective goals.
His preoccupation with confined spaces, with small rooms, with constrain-
ing circumstances and brief events provides a context for exploring the com-
plexities of local pictures, the instability and indispensability of verbal
interaction, the shifting status of social realities, the precariousness of
attempts to establish general agreement and the riskiness of anyone’s efforts
to function as leader or spokesperson for a social group. For the Pinter of
these plays, the local picture in all its simplicity and complexity precedes and
succeeds any large one, and national political action, if it were to make sense
at all, would have to be an extension of, and not a substitute for, the daily
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activity of people coping with self and others in the local spaces his charac-
ters inhabit. One of the most prominent of Pinter’s early statements was the
remark: ‘Before you manage to adjust yourself to living alone in your room,
you’re not really terribly fit and equipped to go out to fight battles.’9 It is not
yet clear that Pinter’s dramatic technique has changed in this respect, in spite
of his intermittent readiness to make large political statements both about
his plays and about global social issues. But what he has effectively done is
transfer to the realm of political situation the exploration of complex local
social interaction that is characteristic of his plays as a whole.

Rather than showing that the personal is the political by dissolving the
personal into the political, Pinter has, effectively, dramatised the converse:
that the political is, among other things, the personal. As such, it is as
complex and dangerous and as worthy of our scrupulous attention as any
other sphere of social interaction; and Pinter demonstrates this in spite of the
limited development of individual character in the more overtly political
plays. It is, in fact, the procedures by which political imperatives can produce
attempts to reduce individuality to mere enmity that a play like One for the
Road so carefully depicts. And in the resistance of individuality to such
reduction, the personal is not so much equated with the political as rein-
stated as a form of resistance to it. But Pinter’s refusal to situate plays like
One for the Road and Mountain Language in specific historical locales has
led to criticism that without such specificity we do not know what to be for
or against that we were not for or against before. To try to persuade a theatre
audience that it should in general be against physical torture, murder and
rape seems somewhat gratuitous in spite of the prevalence of all three in the
modern world. What interests Pinter, however, is exploring the modes of pre-
supposition and self-justification that enable such things to be done in the
name of or on behalf of citizens and governments who might publicly and
even sincerely condemn them. What is dramatised is not the physical torture,
murder and rape so frequently referred to in critical discussion, but the pro-
cesses of self-justification they promote and the differing consequences for
the oppressors and the oppressed of their limited persuasiveness.

In One for the Road, Nicolas, the interrogator, derives some of his sense
of legitimacy and authority from his conviction that he speaks for a national
consensus. Citing his country’s leader, he portrays himself as one acting on
behalf of a unified group against a lone dissenter, and the existence of that
larger unity suffices to convert the dissenter into a traitor: ‘We are all patri-
ots, we are as one, we all share a common heritage. Except you, apparently.
Pause. I feel a link, you see, a bond. I share a commonwealth of interest. I
am not alone. I am not alone!’10 The repeated phrase ‘I am not alone’ mob-
ilises the claims to legitimacy of the voice and of the actions it endorses. The
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social ‘bond’ of fellowship that strengthens Nicolas’s convictions that what
he is doing is justified is the same bond that excludes Victor not only from
that society but also from the civil rights its members might otherwise enjoy.
The voice of exclusion seeks to derive its legitimacy from the voice of inclu-
sion.

In such a context, the ‘I’ in the repeated phrase ‘I am not alone’ is not the
‘I’ of bourgeois individualism, nor the ‘I’ that functions merely as the spokes-
person for an unreflecting ‘we’, nor the ‘I’ that is the involuntary voice of a
cultural or linguistic code. This is an ‘I’ that justifies itself in a variety of
ways, but – most important – is its evident need to do so. Like the old woman
who is unwilling or unable to speak in Mountain Language11 Nicolas exists
outside the codes he uses to construct, exhibit, and justify himself. Like so
many Pinter characters he can be illuminated by, but not exhaustively sum-
marised by, any description of inherited cultural codes or ideological com-
mitments. Here at the edge of the civilised world, inhuman acts are justified
by individuals who invoke general social bonds as a justification for aban-
doning them in the case of dissenting individuals. Indeed, part of the torture
to which the victims are subjected consists of turning the psychological and
emotional bonds of a family group into weapons to be used against each of
them. The rape of the wife and the murder of the son invoke even as they
break some of the strongest bonds that hold civilised human beings together.
The personal and the political are, indeed, intertwined, but we will make
little sense of these plays if we simply equate the one with the other.

Though the context in which we encounter them prevents the characters
in One for the Road and Mountain Language from being developed in great
detail, Pinter conveys enough of the personal in social and political contexts
to make these scenes continuous with scenes in his other plays in which we
feel we are encountering individual characters with, among other things,
familiar social histories, rather than abstract characters representing narrow
social and political agendas, or, to put it another way, individual characters
whose representativeness follows upon and includes their individuality,
rather than preceding and supplanting it.

These points are made at some length for two reasons. First, neither in
Pinter’s so-called political plays nor elsewhere do we encounter characters
with an explicit ideological position to exemplify and defend. Second, after
a time when literary theories of various kinds became obsessed with the
death of the subject, Pinter is continuing to create characters whose irredu-
cible idiosyncrasy makes a significant contribution to our conviction that the
plays themselves retain an irreducible singularity, no matter which modes of
explanation we adopt to convert intrigue into enlightenment. And it is in this
context of irreducible singularity and strategic avoidance of ideological

Pinter, politics and postmodernism (1)
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debate that we should make the link between Pinter, politics and postmod-
ernism.

It seems to me quite true, as Chin has argued, that ‘postmodern’ has
become ‘one of those terms, like “existential” for an earlier generation,
which everyone tosses around like a beanbag, while aiming at different
targets’.12 I find myself much persuaded by Lyotard’s argument that we
would benefit by thinking of postmodernism as one of the recurring phases
of modernism rather than as something posterior to and opposed to mod-
ernism.13 Indeed, if we are to make sense of the modernism/postmodernism
relationship we would do well not only to acknowledge that modernism has
always been many things anyway, but also to put that recognition to work
in our attempts to distinguish its various kinds. I would thus be inclined to
follow and extend Hassan’s argument on this issue by conceiving not just of
three major kinds, but of three major voices, of modernism: avant-garde
modernism, high modernism and postmodernism.14 All three voices are
liable to occur in the work of any one writer or any single decade, but pro-
portional representation of those voices has changed gradually (though not
uniformly) over the decades from the prominence of avant-garde modern-
ism, through the prominence of high modernism, to the prominence of post-
modernism.

In terms of the characteristics critical commentary usually associates with
these concepts,15 the avant-garde modernist voice would be the one reject-
ing the status quo and demanding that it be totally replaced. This is the voice
insisting on a sense of crisis, of generational conflict, of the complicity of art
with the existing order and of the need for radical artistic and social reform.

The high modern voice would be the one more concerned with providing
the new than with rejecting the old. This is the modernism associated with
establishing the aesthetic domain as the alternative to the religious and polit-
ical domains, whether or not it can claim equivalent scope.16 It is the mod-
ernism of art as aesthetic object, as cultural artefact, as difficult, abstract,
reflexive, ironic, distanced, autonomous, an art for the élite and for the ini-
tiated, and strongly opposed to the popular, the easily accommodated or the
easily reproduced.

The postmodern voice would then be the one that pursues the new
without the avant-garde gesture of radical opposition or the high modern
gesture of radical affirmation. It is a voice of eclectic mingling, including the
mingling of art with everything else, a voice refusing to claim legitimacy on
the basis of radical change, cheerfully mixing high art and pop art, the inter-
ests of elite culture and those of mass culture, a voice questioning exclusion-
ary canons and insisting upon the value of diversity, otherness, difference
and discontinuity, a voice that opposes less than the avant-garde modernist
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and affirms less than the high modernist, a voice that is content to explore
variety rather than indulge in premature judgments of its novelty, nature and
value.17

Instead of the avant-garde modernist’s concern with opposing something
monolithic, instead of high modernist concern with affirming something of
monolithic value if not quite monolithic scope, like the redemption of social
life through the restructuring of culture, the postmodern concern is with the
local and with the irreducible multiplicity of things local. And just as impor-
tant is the re-emergence, in these concerns for the local, of that most local of
elements of social analysis, the individual, who is not readily dismissible as
a pawn in an ideological system, nor susceptible to being dismantled into a
variety of social codes, but an agent who functions at the site at which dif-
ferent forms of cultural and multicultural conflicts converge and require
accommodation. In these terms, postmodernism deals as much with emer-
gent as with residual forms of social and cultural practice and renews
concern for personal responsibility, individual creativity and social engage-
ment, but it does so primarily in local social contexts. A key challenge that
is thus constantly latent in postmodernism’s focus upon the local and hetero-
geneous is how to make of the local something large enough, so that an
acceptance of irreducible multiplicity does not degenerate into the passive
acquiescence of radical relativism. The need is for something larger that can
establish and sustain social bonds without aspiring to attain universality or
threatening to become intolerant, exclusionary or oppressive.

These are, of course, schematic contrasts drawn from much of the litera-
ture on these issues, but their pertinence to our understanding of Pinter and
even of politics will probably already be clear. We can hear alternately in his
public utterances the voice of Pinter the avant-garde modernist railing
against the political status quo, and the voice of Pinter the aesthetic high
modernist insisting that his plays do not have to be about anything, for any-
thing, or against anything outside themselves. But it is in his plays that we
encounter most strongly the voice of Pinter the postmodernist depicting
characters struggling to come to terms with social complexity and striving
not so much to eliminate it as to manoeuvre to advantage their future rela-
tionship to it. Unwilling or unable to attribute their individual problems to
large abstract forces of social, psychological, political or economic origin
and unwilling or unable to pursue solutions on a similar scale, they play out
the local hand that has been dealt, and they play with differing degrees of
imagination, enthusiasm, determination and flair. Their collective recogni-
tion of irreducible difference does not precipitate a resigned indifference18

but a commitment to making something work in some way for a while. Even
Spooner, in No Man’s Land, who announces with pride his rejection of
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expectation, deploys the announcement strategically to promote hopes he is
prepared to acknowledge neither to himself nor to others.19

In this respect Pinter’s plays lean towards Lyotard rather than Habermas
in one of the key debates about postmodernism. For Habermas, as Lyotard
reads him, the continuing goal of a democratic society is the Enlightenment
pursuit of social and political consensus; for Lyotard, the great danger of the
pursuit of consensus is that if too many people agree on too many things,
disagreement becomes a sign of social abnormality, dissent becomes unpa-
triotic and difference becomes intolerable20 – precisely the scenario implied
by Nicolas’s attempt to invoke social consensus in One for the Road. But if
the pursuit of consensus and shared values is not to be the goal of our social
interaction or the basis for our social bonds, what is? Lyotard’s alternative
is a revision of the notion of social contract, once so dear to political think-
ers of the eighteenth century.21 But such social contracts in a postmodern
world of irreducible multiplicity are themselves multiple rather than single,
local rather than global and often implicit rather than explicit. Emerging
from social interaction they guide rather than govern social interaction and
are constantly open to reconsideration, renegotiation, extension or rejection.
And it is in this reconfiguration of the nature of social contracts that the com-
mitment to the local, so often encountered in discussion of postmodernism
and Pinter, can make contact with something larger, including larger politi-
cal contexts.

Pinter’s early insistence that he found most political thinking and termi-
nology suspect and deficient, that he disliked didactic and moralistic plays,
and that he wrote not only without religious or political commitments but
also without any consciousness that his work had any general social func-
tion at all was an insistence that led to charges that his plays had no impli-
cations beyond their own particularity and idiosyncrasy, that they could
appeal only to aesthetes, and that they were socially and politically irrele-
vant.22 When an argument like this was put directly to Pinter in the 1960s,
he acknowledged that he had no political arguments to make but that there
was a distinction to be drawn between the political and the social.

If I write something in which two people are facing each other over a table . . .
I’m talking about two people living socially, and if what takes place between
them is a meaningful and accurate examination of them, then it’s going to be
relevant to you and to society. This relationship will be an image of other rela-
tionships, of social living, of living together . . .23

To think of the plays providing images of social living is to recognise the way
in which the local can achieve a degree of largeness without becoming symp-
tomatic of a preceding or succeeding form of ideological consensus. As images
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of social living, the plays acquire a generality of implication that follows from
rather than precedes their local complexity. And it is in this sense that we can
think of Pinter’s work and Pinter’s politics in postmodern terms.

Like modernism in general, postmodernism is, of course, constituted by
its own variants, variants which we can heuristically characterise but not
exclusively define. What is at issue here is not whether Pinter to be postmod-
ern must invoke pop art and deploy multi-media nor whether he is prepared
to abandon the dramatic text in favour of a performance art of scenic
imagery and ritualistic gesture, but the contribution he might make to our
understanding of postmodernism and of the kind of political play that could
be consistent with it. In Pinter’s plays the political, when it becomes overt, is
always one component of situations of larger social complexity, and as the
political problems emerge from no clearly defined institutional base, their
resolution or evasion depends upon no particular political programme.
Political thinking for Pinter audiences involves not so much questions about
occupying the right or left on the political spectrum or commitments to one
political party or another, but a requirement to explore the complexities of
local social exchange in terms of local social contracts, both those invoked
by the characters and those emerging from their interaction.

It is noteworthy, in this respect, to see how often the relationship between
characters becomes explicitly contractual, as personal, family and profes-
sional concerns so often intermingle and collide. Sarah, in The Lover, resists
Richard’s attempts to introduce afternoon games into their evening life by
insisting, unsuccessfully, upon their formal status: ‘You’ve no right to ques-
tion me . . . . It was our arrangement. No questions of this kind.’24 Disson’s
psychological equilibrium, in Tea Party, is disrupted in spite of his attempts
to relate separately to Wendy with a secretarial contract, to Willy with a
partnership contract and to Diana with a marriage contract, because each
fails to control the evolving complexities of the interacting relationships.
Ruth, in The Homecoming, adjusting to the challenges of her proffered role
with Teddy’s family, likewise demands that ‘All aspects of the agreement and
conditions of employment would have to be clarified to our mutual satisfac-
tion before we finalized the contract’ – a contract which would, of course,
require ‘signatures in the presence of witnesses’.25 Len, in The Dwarfs,
describes in contractual terms his relationship with the dwarfs: ‘They don’t
stop work until the job in hand is finished, one way or another. They never
run out on a job. Oh no. They’re true professionals. Real professionals.’26

The whole action of A Dumb Waiter is about the personal interaction of
two characters who are contracted to kill the next person coming in through
the door; the decline of Edward’s relationship with his wife in A Slight Ache
culminates in his being given the Matchseller’s tray and the job that goes
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with it; Max, in The Homecoming, tries to defend his status in the family
on the basis of his professional expertise as trainer and butcher; and the per-
sonal interaction between Duff and Beth in Landscape is one much affected
by its occurring in the home of the man who hired them as housekeeper and
chauffeur: as Duff puts it, ‘Mr Sykes took to us from the very first interview,
didn’t he? Pause. He said I’ve got the feeling you’ll make a very good team.
Do you remember? And that’s what we proved to be. No question.’27

In similar terms the relationship between Aston, Davies and Mick in The
Caretaker focuses upon Davies’s rights and responsibilities as caretaker,
Aston’s as decorator and Mick and Aston’s both as brothers and as putative
owners, while Davies repeatedly tries to shore up his position with appeals
to official papers left in Sidcup and to employees’ rights asserted in conver-
sations with previous employers: ‘I got my rights . . . . I might have been on
the road but nobody’s got more rights than I have. Let’s have a bit of fair
play.’28 This appeal for fair play invokes, however, a level of contractual gen-
erality that subsumes all business contracts and social commitments and
consequently rings immediately hollow. But the recurring links in this and
other plays between personal and occupational rights and responsibilities
serve to highlight both the contractual basis of social concerns and the con-
stantly re-emerging conflict between the limited status of such contracts and
the character’s less limited needs, hopes and expectations. Similar enabling
and constraining contractual concerns emerge in other plays, whether it is
the blind intruder reminding Rose of former responsibilities in a former
home in The Room; Spooner, in No Man’s Land, trying to convert his invi-
tation to Hirst’s home into a long-term working arrangement; Emma, Jerry,
and Robert, in Betrayal, trying to evaluate their rights and responsibilities in
the context of competing bonds as spouses, friends, colleagues and lovers;
and, illuminatingly for this line of enquiry, James, in The Collection, trying
to clarify his spousal claims on Stella in the light of Bill’s strategic invocation
of a stereotype that implies that there is more to her than any contract could
ever regulate or encompass: ‘Every woman is bound to have an outburst of
. . . wild sensuality at one time or another. That’s the way I look at it, anyway.
It’s part of their nature.’29 And all of this helps us understand Pinter’s retroac-
tive political claim that Petey’s ‘don’t let them tell you what to do [Stan]’ in
The Birthday Party is one of the most important lines he has ever written.30

In a world of local and contingent social contracts persisting negotiation
takes precedence over presumed authority, every contract that emerges from
social interaction involves rights as well as responsibilities that may or may
not hold for the duration of the contract and even those not directly involved
in the negotiation have a stake, as Petey does, in the principles and proce-
dures that emerge in the process.
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As social contracts emerge from social interaction they are, unlike busi-
ness contracts, rarely explicit or exhaustive and consequently require fre-
quent checking and renegotiation. And what Pinter plays depict is that
process in action, with The Lover exemplifying it in intricate detail.31

Overall the plays deal not with the comparative simplicities of larger social
governance that lead directly to political policies but with the proliferating
complexities of local community organisation and reorganisation. What is
at issue is what binds us together in micro-contexts not what we establish at
the level of the macro-context to determine the abstract relationship between
the governing and the governed. The source of appeal against the behaviour
of brutal government agents in plays like One for the Road, Mountain
Language and Party Time is not to one ideology or another, to one brand of
political conviction or another, but to the local relationships that individu-
als contract with each other, particularly in small social and family contexts,
and to the rights and responsibilities thereby invoked.32 It is here that the
personal becomes the source of appeal against anything political that loses
touch with the personal.

The issue is not, of course, that personal bonds or family bonds are of a
single kind or of exemplary status. The strength of family bonds in A Slight
Ache, The Homecoming, Tea Party and The Lover, and the strength of per-
sonal bonds in The Collection, The Basement, Betrayal and No Man’s Land
are not such that they exemplify the kind from which anyone would confi-
dently seek to build a lasting civilisation. But the expectations, hopes and
needs encountered in these local forms of interaction, whether satisfied or
not, provide the model for understanding similar expectations, hopes and
needs that shape social interaction in a political context or any other context.
And if the larger political exchange is not a motivated extrapolation from
the local social exchange, then a dangerous discontinuity is added at a larger
scale to the social discontinuities that have to be constantly mediated at a
smaller scale. And what is at issue in these implicitly regulative local con-
texts is not how we achieve consensus but how we accommodate competing
claims for our allegiances. Pinter’s characters in this respect are an unlovely
lot, often self-serving, unreliable, exploitative and defensive. But we have
understood little of the nature of their interaction until we have understood
why, when asked about the meaning of The Homecoming, that apparently
most vicious of family plays, Pinter replied that it was about love, and, in
effect, about our search for it, our need of it, our expectation that we will
find it and our hope that we can give it.33

Love in this sense can be as romantic as the fantasies that Beth indulges in
her memories of her lover on the beach in Landscape, as qualified as Jerry’s
‘I don’t think we don’t love each other’ in Betrayal, or as minimal as Petey’s
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‘don’t let them tell you what to do’ to Stanley in The Birthday Party.34 It can
also be as challenging and bewildering and as conventional and creative as
that depicted in the ever-evolving relationship between Richard and Sarah in
The Lover.

In a world of competing values and irreducible individual differences what
is at issue in The Lover and elsewhere is not the model of making two people
into one, that sadly misleading goal for a successful marriage, but the making
of a functioning group out of an aggregate of different individuals with dif-
fering allegiances and differing goals. That the group is always unstable and
functions successfully only for a while is the measure not of the characters’
fickleness but of the conflicting demands different individuals make upon the
same group and of the conflicting demands different groups make upon each
other. The love that Pinter’s characters express for each other is that they try
to accommodate the differences for as long as they can, that they manage at
times, as Sarah and Richard do in The Lover, even to celebrate them. But in
the world of postmodern contractual expectations they do not, by and large,
seek the eradication of difference, the achievement of complete agreement or
the conviction that there is some one right, best and enduring way of living
or judging. And when characters do register such extensive hopes and expec-
tations, they flounder helplessly, as do James in The Collection and Deeley
in Old Times, or they sustain their hopes only through an intermittently
indulged nostalgia for a former way of life, like Hirst, in No Man’s Land,
who first invokes it in his album and then dismisses it with: ‘We can’t be
expected to live like that.’35 But the danger of some postmodern perspectives,
that an acceptance of unlimited forms of difference leads ultimately to indif-
ference, is never a danger in Pinter plays in which the demands that charac-
ters make upon each other seem not to disappear no matter how often
expectations are disappointed. And it is this continuing expectation that the
local might yet prove larger, more satisfying, and more durable that pro-
motes both the social bonds that link individuals to each other and the sense
of violation that indicts political programmes and initiatives that fail to
accommodate it.

But the expectations themselves are situated on a continuum of variable
strength and scale as the characters struggle to reconcile competing local
claims on their personal allegiances. The continuum extends from Beth’s
entranced ‘Oh my true love I said’ in Landscape at one end to Spooner’s dis-
missal of all expectations in No Man’s Land at the other, with Ruth’s memo-
ries of her modelling days in The Homecoming, the mother’s recollections of
her son’s childhood in Family Voices, and Bridget’s posthumous sense of
responsibility for her parents in Moonlight, situated somewhere in between.36

But even Beth’s commitment to a moment of putative transcendence is
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situated in the selectively contemplated past and tempered by her continuing,
more minimal, commitment to Duff in the present. The challenge for charac-
ter and audience alike is to calibrate carefully the value of competing com-
mitments which, in characteristic postmodern style, are local in origin, scale
and scope, but which, in seeking to become larger and more durable, inevi-
tably encounter conflict with other allegiances, with the consequence that the
local can only become larger as complex social circumstances and unpredict-
able individual convictions permit.

The incipient conflict between personal values and political values thus
becomes symptomatic of the recurring clash in the plays between competing
allegiances of various kinds on various scales which require of the charac-
ters constant and complex adjustment. And the recurring pursuit of greater
largeness from local relationships provides the structural manifestation in
Pinter’s plays of the competing voices of high modernism and postmodern-
ism. When Len, in The Dwarfs, exclaims, in the midst of conflict over
divided loyalties between himself, Mark and Pete, that ‘There must be some-
where else’,37 the appeal is explicitly for another place, and implicitly for
another kind of place, and perhaps a more inclusive place. But whatever the
urgency of the need or hope for radical social transformation, neither in
explicit expectation nor in the course of subsequent events does the world of
the dwarfs (whose very name signals the scale of potential gains) promise to
be maximally inclusive, satisfying and liberating. This uncertainty about the
scale of encountered problems, of required solutions and of appropriate
expectations provides the characters with persisting difficulties in unstable
and unstabilisable social situations, but it also provides Pinter, as a play-
wright, with important challenges and opportunities. For Pinter is not
content to allow the role of a drama preoccupied with the postmodern local
and saturated with the socially particular to limit its own exploration to the
merely local. In this recurring conflict for the characters between the cur-
rently local and the potentially larger Pinter situates a drama in which
current actuality, future aspiration and nostalgic recollection register the
competing scales of co-existing postmodern and high modern voices. And in
his later plays, the effort to extend the local to implicate expanding domains
of largeness becomes increasingly sustained and increasingly intense.38

In the early plays, the people and pressures offstage alluded to by the char-
acters and exemplified in their behaviour onstage seem quite continuous in
scale and scope with the local experience of the characters onstage. In spite
of Pinter’s retroactive references to the Gestapo,39 Monty in The Birthday
Party who, like Wilson in The Dumb Waiter, never appears onstage, holds
out no more promise for providing access to something radically discontin-
uous or potentially transcendent than the Matchseller or Riley or Max who
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do show up in A Slight Ache, The Room and The Lover, or than the variety
of intruders who disrupt the flow and extend somewhat the range of estab-
lished experience in a number of rooms and relationships. But in Pinter’s
more recent plays, the effort to implicate disparate experience offstage, with
which characters will somehow have to come to terms onstage, is much
more extensive, involving issues even more remote and even less readily
accessible than Stella’s putative encounters with Bill in Leeds or Davies’s
with unrecoverable papers in Sidcup. Though the difference is one of
degree, the later plays seek more often to normalise the initially abnormal
than to make increasingly mysterious the less radical discontinuities con-
fronted in the earlier plays. Whatever is offstage in terms of political forces
in One for the Road, Mountain Language and Party Time, it is invoked as
larger, more homogenous and more radically indifferent to individual suf-
fering than the forces invoked offstage in most of the earlier plays. Indeed,
the strength of what is offstage in the early plays seems to grow in inverse
proportion to the weaknesses of the characters onstage, whereas the rela-
tionship between the strengths of victors and victims in the later plays is not
so symmetrically proportioned. But what makes Pinter’s plays less reducible
to the truisms, political and otherwise, of the 1990s, is that he is less pre-
pared to reduce relationships to mere battles for power and more prepared
to explore the variety of ways in which competing claims can be made upon
the characters’ allegiances and interests, as their efforts to link the irreme-
diably local to something larger reach across more and more challenging
terrain.

If the claims upon Disson in Tea Party can justly be summarised in the
competing allegiances he feels to his parents, his wife, his sons, his friends
and his employees, the scale of continuity of these discontinuous claims is
rarely challenged in the play by some other scale, although the aesthetic
claims of floodlit basins and bidets register most strongly the possibility of
another scale of consideration for not fully circumscribed aspirations in
search of an appropriate object or ally.40 But Deborah’s twenty-nine years of
almost inaccessible experience in A Kind of Alaska provide a radically
extended dimension of dramatised discontinuity. Along with the peculiarly
situated speaking voice of the dead father in Family Voices, the depiction of
the dead sister Bridget moving and speaking onstage in Moonlight and the
domestic invocations of genocide in Ashes to Ashes, these explorations of
discontinuous experience collectively register an increasingly ambitious
effort to reach not only beyond the boundaries of the local but also beyond
the boundaries, however variously defined, of everyday human experience.41

And the recurring effort is to link apparently normative human experience
to what would initially be perceived as lying outside that normative range.
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In effect, Pinter moves beyond the challenge for politics and politicians of
linking persuasively the socially local to the nationally and internationally
large by challenging himself as a dramatist to link persuasively the socially
local to even larger contexts – those that reach beyond the normative boun-
daries of human experience itself. For Pinter’s remarkably inventive recon-
ciliation of the large scope of high modernism’s concerns with the smaller
scale of postmodernism’s particularity manages to extend radically the scope
of postmodernist exploration even while writing plays whose scale of pres-
entation remains determinedly local. Whatever the success of the attempt in
Ashes to Ashes to link, in a short play, two characters’ domestic experience
of love, hatred and violence in a middle-class marriage with the catastrophic
experience, for millions of global victims of genocide, of related emotions
and actions, the combination of small scale and large scope is the recurring
theatrical strategy of the later Pinter. His various claims, at different points
in his career, that his local situations are to be only locally interpreted, that
his theatrical creations are not of larger than theatrical consequence, that the
local relationship may serve as an emblem of other social relationships, that
many of his plays are not only of local and personal consequence but also of
social and political consequence, are claims none of which do full justice to
the range of his efforts to reconcile a local scale of presentation with an ever
increasing scope of implication.

But we would have missed everything of importance about this means of
expanding the implicative scope of the small-scale presentation if we viewed
the reaching for further scope in terms of avant-garde modernism or high
modernism’s aspirations of extensive inclusiveness. The scope is extended
not by seeking the synthesising perspective, the ‘new world order’ so ironi-
cally invoked in his play of that title, but by imaginatively orchestrating the
interaction of competing local perspectives, contrasting local values and
complex local claims upon character allegiances. The experiential divisions
that are bridged in these plays nevertheless remain divisions, as Bridget’s
evocative name and Moonlight’s split staging so clearly confirm. Pinter is
pursuing not a renewed notion of worldwide human solidarity, but, as in
Family Voices, A Kind of Alaska and Ashes to Ashes, a complex means of
connecting the disparate dimensions of human experience that will help us
recognise and understand collective human strengths and weaknesses. For
characters and audience alike the plays raise troubling questions, not suscep-
tible to single or final resolution, of the priority of competing personal,
family, social, professional, political and otherwise human claims that we
make on each other and that others make on us. These claims rarely line up
in a single direction, their spheres of influence overlap without being co-
extensive and within the scope of their competing appeals and pressures the

Pinter, politics and postmodernism (1)

21



larger aspirations and fears of the characters engage with their local exhilar-
ations, satisfactions, disappointments and disasters.

As I have argued elsewhere, the insistence on these competing demands
gives Pinter plots a multi-linear rather than a linear structure, with elements
of progress, regress and circularity constantly leading towards and beyond
moments of insight, agreement, harmony and union, that, no matter how
fondly anticipated or remembered, refuse to stay firmly in place.42 Though
limited in scale or duration, these moments provide the basis for expecta-
tions that keep many of the characters together no matter how disappoint-
ing and abrasive the forms of interaction that threaten constantly to drive
them apart. Pinter’s use of multi-linear plots provides a structural basis for
his depiction of irreducibly different characters with competing goals, needs,
wishes, aspirations and expectations. These individual requirements emerge
from and are negotiated within contractually oriented social interaction, and
Pinter’s interwoven narratives are consequently able to offer disconcerting
models of the complex nature of social exchange in realms of varying scope
and complexity. The multi-linear plots of the various plays serve not simply
to reinforce the image of the characters’ multi-linear experiences but to give
them in different cases different shapes, shapes that characterise the unex-
pected possibilities and unusual dimensions of emergent social contracts.
Because they are emergent, these social contracts are often surprising, but
because they emerge from what we can readily recognise, they also provide
apt and disturbing frameworks for considering the processes by which
human beings form and break bonds, adopt and reject responsibilities and
receive, test and transmit values.

Whenever Pinter’s work is challenged for its lack of ideological fervour, it
is helpful to remember Ionesco’s rejoinder to Kenneth Tynan, who chal-
lenged his work on the same assumption: that social engagement can only
be achieved through political and ideological advocacy, rather than through
complex local exploration.

I beg of you, Mr Tynan, do not attempt, by means of art or any other means,
to improve the lot of mankind. Please do not do it. We have had enough of civil
wars already, enough of blood and tears and trials that are a mockery, enough
of ‘righteous’ executioners and ‘ignoble’ martyrs, of disappointed hopes and
penal servitude. Do not improve the lot of mankind, if you really wish it
well . . .

It is in our solitude that we can all be reunited. And that is why true society
transcends our social machinery.43

And that is also, of course, why Ionesco argues that ‘Ideology is not the
source of art. A work of art is the source and the raw material of ideologies
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to come.’44 Tynan was certainly right to reply that art and ideology should
be seen as siblings and not vie for the roles of parent and child,45 but for
Pinter, as for Ionesco, the concern for the locally emergent is as important as
concern for the politically received.

In taking on a characteristic postmodern challenge of making the local
into something larger and more durable Pinter helps us reconsider what we
mean when we use the terms love, loyalty and commitment in the context of
the conflicting allegiances that provide inescapable elements of community
formation and self-construction. In doing so he also helps us reconsider what
we might mean by deploying the terms personal, political and postmodern.
To know something of what holds a society together, what makes a small
community out of disparate individuals and a larger society out of small
communities, we need to look not just at society’s institutions, public forums
and public debates, but at the modes of social interaction that give these
institutions, forums and debates their social legitimacy and social function.

To speak in a Pinter play, to engage or refuse to engage in that most haz-
ardous of forms of interaction, is not just to participate in a community but
to engage in a process of community reinforcement, community contestation
and community reorganisation in which the precarious status of the self is
constantly mediated through its precarious and conflicting allegiances to
others. Speaking is a means of consolidating the status quo, exploring the
status quo and altering the status quo and it involves attempts to exert
control that always put the speaker at risk of being controlled. But the local
site of social exchange is the one at which the claims of the individual in a
small community context can most powerfully challenge or sustain the
claims, however formulated or presented, of larger collective life.

In his own life, the early Pinter as a public figure recognised the risk of
moving beyond local artistic contexts to larger public forums and judged the
potential losses to be greater than the potential gains. The later Pinter, deter-
minedly addressing public forums, reverses that judgment without losing
sight of the risks involved. Whether he is justified in taking such risks
remains to be seen, but both early and later Pinter share the same recogni-
tion of what is at stake in speaking out directly, speaking indirectly or refus-
ing to speak: ‘You and I, the characters which grow on a page, most of the
time we’re inexpressive, giving little away, unreliable, elusive, evasive,
obstructive, unwilling. But it’s out of these attributes that a language
arises.’46 And it is through such languages that differences are mediated,
contractual commitments are reconciled, individual convictions arise, com-
munities emerge and complex societies seek politically and otherwise both
to stabilise and to reconstitute themselves.
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