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Capitalism on Stage 
Zoë Svendsen and Paul Mason 
 
 
In a dramatic final act to the first year of the  Capitalism on the Edge series, dramaturg, Zoe 
Svendsen, talks about a theatre performance with a difference, and journalist and author Paul 
Mason explains how story-telling must change in a world where capitalism is being challenged. 
 
 
Zoë Svendsen 
Ethical, ruthless, or rational? 
 
Have you ever wondered how you would act if you were put in the position of running a Chinese 
clothing company? In a multi-disciplinary, participative theatre production called World Factory  – 
staged at the Young Vic in 2015 – audiences had a taste of dealing with the harsh realities of 
today’s garment industry.  Their reactions offer new perspectives on the impact of capitalist models 
of production, and also its resilience. 
 
World Factory grew from collaboration between Zoë Svendsen and Simon Daw with Chinese 
theatre director Zhao Chuan. The production explored preconceptions about capitalism, inviting 
audiences to participate in a game of choices, and then recording and analysing their decisions. 
Through consecutive performances, World Factory repeatedly revealed how peoples’ ethical 
stance and principles are challenged and compromised when they themselves are making 
decisions. 
 
Made in China 
 
The show was not just about China, but the setting was chosen because the idea was born in 
Shanghai. Svendsen found her own perceptions challenged when she heard Zhao Chuan talking 
about communism, capitalism, clothing and factories. “He wasn’t talking about contemporary 
China,” says Svendsen, “He was talking about Manchester in the Industrial Revolution.” 
 
The conversation had a significant impact on Svendsen.  
 
“It immediately shifted my position away from feeling a vaguely guilty consumer, wondering 
whether I should shop at Primark or not, to a sense of myself as a historical subject; as a citizen of 
the county which de facto invented the factory system.” 
 
The global/historical cross-references thrown up by Svendsen’s encounter with Zhao Chuan 
became the starting point for the World Factory project. 
 
Rules of the game 
 
The stage set that Svendsen and her team subsequently designed evoked both a factory floor and 
a casino. When the audience entered, they sat in groups of six around tables, and each group was 
invited to put themselves in the position of running a small clothing company in China.  
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At the heart of the show was an inter-active, scenario-based card game based on nuggets of story 
line, structured to evolve in different directions depending on each decision made. Svendsen 
describes it as a “cross between Monopoly and poker, but with stories.” 
 
“On the front of each card was a conundrum – a question about how you could run your company 
– and on the back, two ways in which you could respond, designed to produce a discussion among 
the audience members sitting around the table,” she explains.  
 
A key instruction for the game was that each team should decide what it meant to win. At every 
performance, each group started with the same initial conundrum; the need to cut the wage bill, 
either by cutting the workforce, or by cutting wages. Their decision – registered by swiping a bar-
code – determined which card they received next, and so the game unfolded.  
 
With a total of 420 possible cards, there were more than five million different possible routes 
through the game; a bespoke computer system jumped people into different parts of the system 
depending on each option they chose. As Svendsen says: 
 
“What it allowed us to do was create a system that touched on many different thematics, such as 
environmental impacts, labour conditions, child labour, migration, immigration, pollution and 
globalisation.” 
 
“It was about producing a network of how these topics relate; what kinds of pressures there are 
under which one of these small factories might be operating.” 
 
Drawing from direct experience 
 
Extensive research was done before World Factory could be staged. Visits to China included 
commissioning the production of a World Factory shirt in a real factory, where Svendsen describes 
the challenge of “both trying to evolve an appropriate form for representing this world, and at the 
same time developing a palette of material.”  
 
“Every story in the game was based on something we experienced directly ourselves or were told 
by a worker or factory manager in China, or by other experts.” 
 
These experiences became an important part of the research methodology. As Svendsen says, 
“You can read about these questions from abstract economic theories to workers’ experiences, but 
you still don’t fully understand what the pressures might be.” 
 
“But when you find yourself actually in a Chinese factory, you are there thinking: ‘Mmm as a liberal 
performing arts company we shouldn’t be trying to knock the price down. However, they may not 
trust us if we don’t, because isn’t that what they expect us to do?’ So you are in a world where you 
are rubbing up against your own perceptions of your ethical practices.” 
 
On the night 
 
And so it was for the World Factory audiences. Svendsen says that it was important for each 
audience that the show didn’t end with the end of the game. “It became clear that having put all 
that work into the labour of playing, people wanted an understanding of where it had taken them, 
and what that might mean.” 
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While it was impossible to provide the audiences with full personal feedback, Svendsen developed 
a game show format, using a bespoke computer system, to feed back data of accumulated 
decisions. 
 
This enabled audiences both to see the outcomes of their own decisions, and those of others. It 
meant that audiences got an overview of the number of decisions made, what percentage of 
“factories” made specific choices, how many kilos of cotton or millions of litres of water had been 
used as a result of their decisions, which factories prioritised workers conditions, and so on.  
 
For Svendsen, this feedback was integral to the project. “Our aim was not just to give people some 
naturalistic understanding of what it would be like to run Chinese clothing factory, but rather to use 
the global textile production system as a metaphor for thinking about consumer capitalism.” 
 
Specifically, says Svendsen, World Factory was about changing the position of the audience and 
putting them right in the midst of difficult questions. 
 
While traditional theatre invites us to judge characters morally, socially and emotionally for the 
actions they take, Svendsen had different ideas:  “We wanted to expose the conditions under 
which those decisions take place, and the way we did that was to ask the audience to make the 
decisions themselves.  
 
“In that way you invite people to pay attention to the conditions under which those decisions are 
made.” 
 
Revelations 
 
So, what did the World Factory project reveal? “Where you would judge someone else to be a 
moral failure, when you are the one making the decision, you rationalise it as the only thing you 
could possibly do under those circumstances,” says Svendsen. “That is something we heard 
audiences doing all the time.” 
 
There was plenty of laughter in the show, but Svendsen suggests that this also a tragedy of the 
system. “It arose from the recognition that our sophisticated capacity for morals and ethics often 
boils down to a decision that is self-interested,” she says. “The audiences were navigating that gap 
continuously throughout the performance.” 
 
All rather bleak, in the utopian sense. However, there is hope in the conversations that went on 
during each performance, says Svendsen.  
 
“The message – if there was one at all – was that if these are the conditions in which we live, we 
should be talking about it: we should own it and be thinking about it together.”  
 
 
Paul Mason 
Looking beyond capitalism 
 
Mason is fascinated by Svendsen’s World Factory project, which he experienced as a member of 
the audience at the Young Vic in 2015. He suggests that it is one of a series of experiments in 
theatre happening around the world that can be linked to a shift to a mode of production that goes 
beyond capitalism. 
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This transition, argues Mason, is being driven by the emergence of Information Technology (IT), 
and it makes utopian socialism possible. The post-capitalist world, he says, is one that is currently 
envisaged and articulated by numerous writers – in law, economics and culture. Mason has set 
down his own ideas in his book PostCapitalism: a Guide to our Future. 
 
He summarises the main threats to the capitalist model as: 
 
• the emergence of products with negligible reproduction costs, and therefore a corrosion of the 

price mechanism 
• automation disrupting the link between work and wages 
• a collaborative, non-hierarchical sector emerging which is production for free use or for sharing 

(such as Wikipedia, Apache and Linux) 
 
These developments per se won’t necessarily destroy capitalism, says Mason, and he points to  
Uber as a good example of how capitalism can react to these trends. However, Mason’s deeper 
argument is that “IT is disrupting capitalism’s ability to adapt”.   
 
Art’s response to the end of economic problems 
 
To those who share Mason’s interpretation of what is happening, the current widespread economic 
stagnation alongside massive technological innovation is not a contradiction, but rather a logical 
sequence of events.  
 
And if this sequence of events does unfold, Mason suggests, “That the outcome will be what (the 
economist John Maynard) Keynes imagined – in his essay on Economic Prospects for our 
Grandchildren – as a society where the economic problem has been solved.” 
 
“There will be technical abundance, and there will be new problems, but the economic problems 
will have gone,” he says. 
 
What does this mean for art and culture? After all, that is the focus of this discussion. Mason draws 
parallels between the impact on culture of societal change in the early 20th century and today’s 
world.  
 
He cites Virginia Woolf’s 1923 essay, Mr Bennet and Mrs Brown, in which she argues there had 
been a sea change in society from around 1910, and a corresponding need to create convincing 
complex characters in literature to whom readers can relate in the new, modern world. 
 
Woolf’s idea, says Mason, was about describing the multi-complex interior life of a character. 
“That’s what we have to do if economics and politics have changed the human individual,” he says. 
 
Another sea change 
 
Today, he argues; “With the rise of IT, and the adumbration of early post-capitalism within 
capitalism, we are seeing another big change in how people act, think and see themselves.” 
 
People today, he argues, are networked individuals with weak organisational loyalty and multiple 
personas. Mason describes “the externalised self” as being contained on a cell phone, 
communicating with others through multiple platforms, and he wants to know where this will lead 
culture. 
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“If the arrival of the motor car and movie theatre produced [novels like Woolf’s] Mrs Dalloway, what 
does the arrival of the iPhone produce for us if we are trying to depict fictional characters in novels 
and on stage?” he asks. 
 
Put another way, with reference to Lord of the Rings, Mason says simply, “If you give Frodo a cell 
phone, the plot of the movie he stars in becomes very short.” 
 
But more importantly, adds Mason: “Who is he if he has a cell-phone?” The character of Frodo is 
no longer the metaphoric English rural simpleton who goes through endless exploits. Instead he 
has multiple characters and old stories can no longer be told.” 
 
Reflecting on this leads Mason to thinks that we are seeing another pivotal time of change: “My 
thesis is that when we want to create art and narrative stories about new people, we have to 
understand that – probably about the time of the 2000s – a combination of technology, broken 
economic life chances, and increased personal freedom changed human character all over again.” 
 
What’s more, the narrative form – whether in novel form or on stage –  is up against other forms of 
narrative, self-created by individuals through technology. The chances are that both are accessed 
simultaneously on the same device.  
 
“Narrative fiction is up against narrative fact”, says Mason. And that presents a big challenge 
for storytelling.  
 
 
Questions  
 
Questions revealed how the audience was intrigued, entertained and challenged by the avant-
garde nature of Svendsen’s World Factory, and by Mason’s vision of a post-capitalist world and 
how it might shape future culture.  
 
Does Mason’s rosy view of post-capitalism mask a more worrying reality: that prophesy and capital 
are being replaced by an information infrastructure (where individuals and their stories are 
mediated by the likes of Facebook and Google) giving us even less control and visibility than we 
had in previous generations? 
 
Mason says that his optimism is driven by the fact that ownership of data is beginning to be 
seriously contested and debated. He is watching Spain with interest to see what happens in 
Barcelona, Madrid and Valencia, where far-left parties are in power. “In Barcelona they are taking 
apart the ownership of the city’s data by large corporations. Two years ago that was just 
theoretical…” 
 
The notion that it is easy and commonplace to adopt multiple personalities was challenged as “an 
illusion” by a mother of four university-aged students. Today, she argued, with the likes of 
Facebook and facial recognition it is not only impossible to be forgotten, but also impossible to 
adopt different personas. 
 
In response, Mason suggested that in Virginia Woolf’s generation an individual’s different 
personalities could be private, whereas today multi-personas are public. However, he added that 
today’s weak organisational ties, and the “relative size” of an individual within vast communication 
networks are factors which influence the way people could develop multiple personas. 
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Mason compared the present generation with that of his father, a factory worker: “They understood 
their role in society to be the same authentic person in every situation; anybody who wasn’t was an 
outsider.” 
 
A final question for Svendsen: given the nature of the first card dealt to all the tables (or Chinese 
clothing companies) in every game, wasn’t tragedy inevitable from the start? After all, there was no 
positive option. 
 
That, said Svendsen, is because we based the game on reactions in businesses in Europe 
following the 2008 financial crash. “The tragedy wasn’t of our making,” she says. “It’s what is out 
there”. 


