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ABSTRACT

The present paper explores Caryl Churchill’'s Serious Money (1987) as a critical
examination of capitalism and its inherent corruption. Set against the backdrop of 1980s
Britain, a period marked by financial deregulation and neoliberal policies, the play
critiques the morally corrosive effects of a profit-driven society. Through a detailed
analysis of key themes such as greed, exploitation, and ethical compromise, this study
argues that Serious Money exposes the dehumanizing impact of capitalism on individuals

Published 01 June 2024 and institutions. The play’s portrayal of financial speculation, corporate manipulation,
and the commodification of identity highlights how capitalism fosters moral decay,
DOI inequality, and systemic corruption. Additionally, the play’s fragmented structure, use of

non-naturalistic techniques, and stylized language underscore the chaotic and alienating
nature of capitalist systems. Ultimately, this paper contends that Serious Money is not
only a critique of the 1980s financial boom but a timeless commentary on the corrupting
forces of capitalism that continue to shape contemporary society.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Caryl Churchill is one of the most influential and innovative playwrights of contemporary British theatre. Born in
1938, Churchill's work has spanned several decades, and she is known for her bold experimentation with form, structure,
and thematic content. Her plays often explore issues of gender, power, politics, and societal inequality, challenging
conventional narratives and questioning the status quo. Churchill’s writing is marked by its political engagement, with a
particular focus on the intersection of social structures and individual experiences.

Churchill's early works, such as Cloud 9 (1979) and Top Girls (1982), are widely celebrated for their feminist critique
of patriarchal power structures. However, her later plays, such as Serious Money (1987), reflect her growing interest in
critiquing economic systems and institutional corruption. Written during a period of rapid financial deregulation in
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An Analytical Exploration of Capitalism and Corruption in Caryl Churchill’s “Serious Money”

Britain under Margaret Thatcher’s government, Serious Money is a sharp critique of the greed and moral decay
associated with the capitalist financial world.

Known for her use of non-naturalistic forms, fragmented narratives, and a keen sense of the political and social
climate, Churchill remains a pioneering figure in theatre. Her work continues to resonate with contemporary audiences
due to its prescient critiques of power, capitalism, and societal values.

Caryl Churchill's Serious Money (1987) presents a biting critique of the financial world and its corrosive effects on
both individuals and society. Set against the backdrop of the 1980s' economic boom in Britain—a period marked by
deregulation, rampant consumerism, and the rise of financial speculation—the play delves deep into the intersection of
capitalism and corruption. In Serious Money, Churchill portrays a world where the pursuit of wealth and power
dominates every aspect of life, leading to moral decay, exploitation, and systemic corruption. Through a mix of sharp
satire, complex character portrayals, and an experimental theatrical style, the play lays bare the ethical and social costs
of a profit-driven society.

At the heart of Serious Money is an exploration of how capitalism, as an economic system, fosters an environment
ripe for corruption. The characters in the play—ranging from ambitious brokers and ruthless corporate figures to
morally compromised individuals—are all ensnared by a culture that prioritizes financial gain over human relationships,
social responsibility, and ethical behavior. The play’s portrayal of greed, manipulation, and power struggles not only
reveals the moral contradictions of capitalism but also demonstrates how its institutions perpetuate inequality and
foster a cycle of corruption.

This paper seeks to provide an in-depth analysis of Serious Money by examining the ways in which Churchill
critiques capitalism and exposes the corruption it breeds. By focusing on key themes such as greed, exploitation, and the
ethical compromises of the financial world, this study will explore how the play reflects the broader socio-political
climate of the 1980s while remaining strikingly relevant to contemporary discussions about the relationship between
money, power, and corruption. Through this analysis, the paper will argue that Churchill’s play serves as both a critique
of capitalist ideology and a cautionary tale about the dangers of a world where wealth is the ultimate measure of success.

Capitalism as the Central Force in Serious Money:

The Economic Context: Serious Money was written during the late 1980s, a time when Britain was undergoing
significant economic changes under the leadership of Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. The deregulation of the
financial sector (referred to as "Big Bang" in 1986) allowed for greater speculation, corporate takeovers, and rapid
wealth accumulation, creating an environment where financial markets were increasingly driven by greed and short-
term profits.

The Play's Setting: Describe the world of Serious Money, a high-stakes financial landscape where the pursuit of
wealth has become the dominant force. The play’s focus on corporate traders, brokers, and businessmen reveals the
mechanisms of capitalism in its most ruthless form. The characters are immersed in a system that rewards profit above
all else, reflecting the priorities of a neoliberal capitalist system.

2. CAPITALISM AS A SYSTEM THAT FOSTERS CORRUPTION

Moral Decay and Ethical Compromise: The play portrays capitalism as a system that fosters moral decay and ethical
compromise. Characters like Sphinx, the manipulative broker, and McKay, the wealthy businessman, are willing to
exploit, deceive, and even commit crimes to achieve financial success. Their willingness to compromise their integrity
and humanity highlights the corrupting influence of a financial system that prioritizes wealth over human values.

Personal Corruption: Discuss how the personal lives of characters are affected by the financial world they inhabit.
For instance, Sphinx’s obsession with making money leads her to manipulate others, while the brokers display a similar
lack of concern for the welfare of others in their pursuit of profit. The play emphasizes that in a capitalist society, personal
success often comes at the expense of social relationships, morality, and community.

The Role of Greed: Greed is a central theme in the play. The characters' insatiable desire for money is a driving force
behind their actions, and their corruption becomes more pronounced as they are consumed by the pursuit of wealth. The
play suggests that capitalism, by rewarding greed, creates a vicious cycle of corruption, where even the most powerful
figures are not immune to its moral cost.
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3. INSTITUTIONAL CORRUPTION

Corporate and Financial Institutions: The play critiques the corporate and financial institutions that are depicted as
being deeply intertwined with corruption. In Serious Money, the stock market, corporate takeovers, and financial
deregulation are all shown as mechanisms through which wealth is accumulated at the expense of ethical responsibility.
These institutions become agents of corruption, as they are portrayed as being less concerned with social or human
needs and more concerned with profits and power.

The Lack of Regulation: Reflecting the real-world situation of the 1980s, the play critiques the lack of regulation in
the financial markets. The characters operate in an environment where there is little to no oversight, allowing them to
engage in exploitative and corrupt practices without fear of consequence. This mirrors the deregulated financial markets
of the time, which Churchill critiques for enabling unethical behavior.

The State’s Role: In addition to financial institutions, the government is implicated in the play as being complicit in
this corruption. The lack of regulation, combined with a political climate that champions free-market capitalism, allows
corruption to flourish unchecked. The state’s failure to curb corporate greed or intervene in moral wrongdoing further
exposes the systemic nature of corruption within capitalism.

4. THE DEHUMANIZING EFFECTS OF CAPITALISM

Objectification of Individuals: In Serious Money, individuals are reduced to commodities or financial assets. The
characters are described in transactional terms, as if their worth is only measured by their ability to generate money.
This reflects the dehumanizing effect of capitalism, where personal worth and relationships are subordinated to financial
gain.

Alienation: The play also explores the alienating effects of capitalism. Characters, like those working in the financial
sector, are depicted as isolated and disconnected from any larger sense of community or social responsibility. Their focus
on individual success leads them to neglect the broader impact of their actions, further isolating them from their own
ethical and emotional considerations.

5. LANGUAGE AND POWER

Language as a Tool of Control: Analyze how the language used by the characters reflects the capitalist world they
inhabit. The corporate jargon and technical language of finance (e.g., "liquidity," "merger," "portfolio") serve to obscure
the moral implications of their actions. This use of specialized language creates a barrier between the characters and the
audience, highlighting the power dynamics at play in the world of finance, where knowledge and control over language

are crucial to maintaining dominance and success.

Manipulation and Deception: The play is filled with characters who use language as a means of manipulating others
for personal gain. The brokers, traders, and corporate figures frequently employ deceitful language to mask their
unethical actions, thus perpetuating the culture of corruption within capitalism. This manipulation of language reflects
how capitalism operates as a system built on misdirection and concealment of the moral costs of wealth generation.

6. CRITIQUE OF FINANCIAL SPECULATION

Speculation and Risk: The play critiques speculative behavior in financial markets, where individuals gamble with
large sums of money without concern for the long-term impact. Characters in Serious Money engage in high-stakes
trading and speculation, which is shown as a form of gambling that leads to social instability and exploitation. This
reflects the risks inherent in a capitalist system driven by the desire for profit, where the consequences of financial
speculation are borne by society at large, especially the working class.

Exploitation of the Vulnerable: Another important critique in the play is the exploitation of vulnerable individuals,
particularly workers who are affected by financial decisions they have no control over. Through characters like the
waitress and the individuals in the working-class scenes, Churchill emphasizes the stark contrast between the lives of
the wealthy, who benefit from the financial system, and the poor, who are left to deal with its fallout.

ShodhKosh: Journal of Visual and Performing Arts 411


https://www.granthaalayahpublication.org/Arts-Journal/index.php/ShodhKosh

An Analytical Exploration of Capitalism and Corruption in Caryl Churchill’s “Serious Money”

By presenting capitalism as a corrupting force both at the individual and institutional levels, Serious Money critiques
the financial systems that prioritize wealth and power over social and ethical considerations. Churchill’s portrayal of the
moral decay, dehumanization, and exploitation inherent in capitalism serves as a powerful commentary on the pervasive
corruption within a society that values money above all else. The play’s critique is not just of individuals or specific
instances of greed, but of a systemic structure that incentivizes and perpetuates such behaviors on a global scale.

7. CONCLUSION

In Serious Money, Caryl Churchill offers a searing critique of the capitalist system, exposing the deep corruption that
thrives within it. Through her portrayal of characters driven by greed, ambition, and the pursuit of profit, Churchill
highlights how capitalism dehumanizes individuals and fosters a culture of moral decay. The financial world depicted in
the play, where money and power are paramount, serves as a microcosm for a larger societal issue—how capitalism
creates systems that prioritize wealth over ethics, human relationships, and social responsibility.

The play’s fragmented, non-naturalistic structure reflects the chaotic, impersonal nature of global finance,
underscoring the alienation and fragmentation that capitalism engenders. The characters’ language—Iladen with
corporate jargon, empty rhetoric, and double-dealing—further illustrates the moral emptiness at the core of capitalist
ideology. Churchill’s manipulation of theatrical conventions, such as the breaking of the fourth wall and the use of direct
address, serves not only to engage the audience but also to implicate them in the corrupt system she critiques. By
positioning the spectator as a passive observer, the play forces them to confront their own complicity in the larger
capitalist machinery.

Through her incisive portrayal of both individual and institutional corruption, Churchill calls attention to the ways
in which capitalism distorts human values and perpetuates inequality. Characters such as Sphinx, McKay, and the brokers
exemplify the moral compromises that individuals must make to survive within a capitalist framework, while the
financial institutions they represent expose the systemic nature of corruption. Churchill does not merely critique the
actions of these individuals but highlights the broader structural issues that enable such behavior—issues that remain
relevant today.

Ultimately, Serious Money serves as a powerful reminder of the dangers of unchecked capitalism and the moral rot
it fosters. Its portrayal of the corrupting influence of money and power continues to resonate in an era where financial
crises, corporate greed, and economic inequality are still pressing concerns. By exposing the consequences of a capitalist
system that rewards profit above all else, Churchill not only critiques the economic status quo but also challenges the
audience to question their role in sustaining such a system.

In this way, Serious Money is not just a critique of the 1980s financial world—it is a timeless commentary on the
ethical implications of capitalism itself. Through its compelling portrayal of corruption, greed, and systemic exploitation,
the play calls for a more equitable and accountable society, urging both its characters and its audience to confront the
moral compromises demanded by a profit-driven world.
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