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The paper entitled ‘Modern British Drama: A Critical View’ discusses modern British 

drama and its importance at present time. It also investigates iconoclasm as a defamiliarisation 

aspect in modern British drama. Apart from that, it explores ground realities of post-colonial 

British drama. Besides, it explains about the modern approaches after Second World War and 

also it reveals about the strand of social reality in Edgar’s plays.           

Modern English drama has its own significance in the history of drama. Modern English 

dramatists after the Second World War, particularly in the mid-sixties and throughout the 

seventies, have indeed moved a long way towards deconsecrating the relics of the past 

glorification of England established by such jingoistic Victorian poets and writers such as 

Rudyard Kipling and Thomas Carlyle. These dramatists do not speak about England’s past and 

present glory and also they bitterly criticize that it is absolute indignation. Their writing mainly 

focuses on social facts and realities of contemporary society. These playwrights have taken a 

great shift after the disastrous First and Second World Wars. Their writings are against war, state 

and meaningless policies of the government. It seems that the main purpose of those writings is 

to politicize people and also make them to think what the social reality is. David Krasner argues 

that “modern drama signifies the struggle for self-realization and freedom; the turn from 

declamatory speech in classical drama to the intimacies of interpersonal exchange (called the 

fourth wall) which include silence, pauses, and inarticulateness; and the exploration of anxiety 

and alienation, a feeling of waiting for something’ […] (1).   
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As a matter of fact, the majority of the industrial working class in Britain was unhappy 

during the period of world-wars. Almost 900,000 British Empire soldiers, most of them from 

working class, died between 1914 and 1918. Because of that disastrous First World War, the 

basic industries of coal, textiles and heavy engineering were affected in 1920. After the end of 

the First World War, the British people faced a lot of difficulties particularly in both 

sociologically and politically for a long time.  James Jupp points out that:  

“twenty-one years after the end of the First World War the British people were subjected 

to a second war, which, while it produced only half as many British military casualties as 

the first, struck more radically at the lives of ordinary civilians. Throughout the whole 

period Britain remained ‘Great’ in the sense of ruling over the largest empire in human 

history. Its parliament, most of its ministers and nearly all of its higher civil servants, 

continued to be chosen from a narrow social class, which had drawn its income from 

industrial areas now derelict, from agriculture now unable to support its labourers and 

from an empire which was even more depressed than the ‘Mother Country’. The ruling 

class was clearly visible in terms of its life-style, attitudes, accents and political and 

social dominance. It was also surprisingly incompetent and reactionary, and it was unable 

to comprehend what was happening within Britain of its life-style, attitudes, accents and 

political and social dominance. It also was unable to comprehend what was happening 

within Britain or what was happening to Britain’s relationship with the rest of the world.  

The recent ancestors of those who ruled Britain had been innovative, adventurous, 

intelligent, sometimes radical, always thrusting. Their descendants were none of these.  

The only politically important area of British life which was not dominated by these less 

than adequate children of the Victorians was the labour movement. But that movement 
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itself, despite rapid expansion, was also a child of the Victorians and of Liberal 

radicalism” (1-2).   

In his doctoral thesis, Faizal states, ‘England my England’ has been replaced by the modern 

British dramatists as ‘bloody England’. It is not represented as ‘a garden’ in full bloom and also 

they openly express as a ‘dying bit of old England’ ruled by a ‘corpse’. […]  He also says that 

these playwrights bluntly express the ‘English earth’ is no longer a magic medicine which heals 

incurables; it is now only ‘filthy’ and contagious. Moreover, he tells that there is no tendency on 

the part of iconoclastic playwrights to ‘breathe prayer for all who lie beneath’, or to ‘praise 

famous men’. Instead, the icons of England’s glorious history have now been resurrected to be 

assailed and dissected. The myths of the past and the present are now being torn asunder (1-2). 

As per the understanding of above mentioned writers, the modern playwrights carry the 

ingredient of a radical social consciousness which replaces the genteel comedy of manners that 

had dominated for decades and also changes both the previous aesthetic preferences and the 

social order that supported the aesthetic. 

May 8, 1956 is a very remarkable day in British drama because Look Back in Anger was 

performed in front of the audience first time. Dan Rebellato argues that John Osborne’s Look 

Back in Anger is a sensational breakthrough in modern British drama. Besides, he says it is fairy 

blast against the establishment and bursts onto the stage in order to radicalize British theatre 

overnight. He criticizes that before this outstanding play, the English Stage Company was in the 

hands of its eccentric council of management. On the other hand, he clarifies that everything 

changed in the remarkable year, 1956. New, youthful audiences flocked to the Royal Court to 

hear Jimmy Porter’s addressing of their own hopes and fears. At a stroke, the old well-made 

dramatists were shown up as stale and cobwebbed, and most of them left to play their trade in 
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films. A new wave of dramatists sprang up in Osborne’s wake; planting their rationality on 

British stages, speaking for a generation who had been silent for long time, they forged a living, 

adult, vital theatre (1-2). 

A new voice is heard at the auditoriums for the people who have been vexed on watching 

stereotype plays for decades. William W. Demastes argues that the dominating upper-class 

genteel voice of the past has been replaced by a clamour of new voices from a variety of 

seedbed.  Moreover, he says that the ‘other’ England has been showed and heard through the 

zoom of social realism. He openly says that Osborne has constructed the way for other voices, 

for Arnold Wesker and Harold Pinter and for social realism in general that clearly moved the 

theatre beyond its former function as medium primarily entertainment. And eventually, he tells 

that it has been now a medium of confrontation, of challenge by the Angry Young Men formerly 

ignored by theatre and society, and by a kitchen sink realism that could not be ignored (ix). 

This medium of revolutionary drama attracts the audience from different pockets of the 

society. Women have found their voice in this theatre and working community has become more 

regular to go to the theatre as their day-to-day activities are mainly focused and ethnic minorities 

also increasingly found a place in this drama. The famous theatres like Royal Shakespeare 

Company and The National Theatre etc. have invited these new playwrights and incorporating 

them into their repertories along with the masters of the past. The modern playwrights have lit 

the light of new energy of ‘second wave’ and particularly in 1970s they have given new birth to 

the English drama. It is clearly shown that English stage has become exclusively for left 

background plays. In spite of gaining majority of audience, the threat of monolithic 

counterculture stagnation has rarely been a serious concern. But the voice of revolutionary 

British playwrights is only the way in order to prevent such happenings. There is also highly 
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theatrical relatives to the social realists in the midst of this varied various social confrontations. 

Augusto Boal argues that theatre is necessarily political as all the activities of human beings are 

political therefore theatre is also one of them. Moreover, he convincingly says that the theatre is 

a weapon and for this reason the ruling classes endeavor to take permanent hold of the theatre 

and utilize it as a tool of domination. In doing so, they change the meaning and concept of what 

‘theatre’ is. Besides, he conveys that the theatre can also be a weapon for liberation.  He strongly 

believes that theatre is necessary to create appropriate theatrical forms and also change is 

imperative (xxiii). It is understood the important place of drama in the lives of unprivileged 

sections.  Edgar says that, “as a writer about public life, I would defend drama-documentary as a 

form in which important things can be said in a uniquely authoritative and credible way. But the 

form also needs to be defended because the presence of the drama-documentary in the schedules 

is an active encouragement to audiences to think critically and seriously about the programmes 

they watch” (67).  

Modern British drama has been a revolution in its own right, breaking down barriers, 

transforming the world of the theatre and sending ripples of innovative collaboration that have 

been felt in psychology, social work, politics and education alike. Ordinary theatre is often used 

as a tool of oppression: the dominant class (the aristocracy) uses it to purge the masses of their 

violent tendencies and perpetuate the status quo. There is a division between actors and 

spectators: actors keep on speaking the ideology of dominant class, while spectators must sit and 

accept what they are told. On the contrary, the boundary between actor and spectator is broken 

down in the modern drama. Here, spectators become active participants in the performance as 

‘spect-actors’. They can intervene in the play and also they can suggest alternative acts for the 

actors to perform or they can get onto stage themselves and act as actors. 
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