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Author’s Note





I am grateful for help from the British Association for Adoption and Fostering, in the person of Dr John Simmonds. It is my responsibility that the circumstances in the play have more regard for dramatic purpose than for contemporary regulations.


 


As for the science in The Hard Problem, I am in debt to more books than I can mention, and I have also enjoyed the privilege of exchanges with John Coates (whose recent work on hormone-related performance in the financial world the plot anticipates), Richard Dawkins, Robert May, Thomas Nagel, John Searle, Elliott Sober, George Sugihara and David Sloan Wilson. I owe particular thanks to Armand Marie Leroi who was a patient guide through the writing and saved me from numerous errors.
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The Hard Problem was first produced on the Dorfman stage of the National Theatre, London, on 21 January 2015. The cast in order of speaking was as follows:


 


Spike Damien Molony


Hilary Olivia Vinall


Amal Parth Thakerar
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Jerry Anthony Calf
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Bo Vera Chok
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SCENE ONE








Hilary’s bedsit. Evening.


Hilary, twenty-two, and Spike, about thirty, with mugs of coffee.




Spike   You’re looking at two years. The jewellery was under the floorboards. The police have nothing to connect you to the scene of the robbery.


Hilary   I’m going to vomit.


Spike   If you stick to the story, they can only charge you with receiving. With good behaviour, you’ll be out in a year. On the other hand –




Hilary performs exaggerated boredom, a collapse of unloosened joints.





Hilary   I’m warning you, Spike. Projectile vomiting. If I hear the words ‘prisoner’s dilemma’, I’m not going to make it to the toilet.


Spike   You’re being childish. The Krohl is a plum ticket and the psychology department has published a dozen papers on the Dilemma, so hang in. The question is, can you trust Bob?


Hilary   Who’s Bob?


Spike   Bob is who smashed the jeweller’s window while you grabbed the rings and watches.


Hilary   Oh, Bob.


Spike   Bob is who’s sticking to the story, you hope. Bob is who’s asking himself, can I trust Luanne to stick to the story?


Hilary   Luanne?


Spike   There’s never been a smash-and-grab jewel raider called Hilary. If Bob turns state’s evidence he’ll get off and you’ll get seven years because you stuck to the story, you muggins.


Hilary   Why would Bob do that except in the Ladybird Book of Game Theory?


Spike   In case you do it to him. That’s what this is about. That’s why the game is called the prisoner’s dilemma. Two rational prisoners will betray each other even though they know they would have done better to trust each other.


Hilary   Rational? You have to be a person to be rational. You’ve left out everything about Bob and me except we’re each out for ourselves and we’ve got two buttons to push. Actually, Bob loves me.


Spike   Hold on.


Hilary   I did it. Bob had nothing to do with it, he wasn’t even there.


Spike   That’s not one of the options.


Hilary   I smashed the window, grabbed the jewellery and hid it under the floorboards.


Spike   It’s not an option in the game.


Hilary   I’m confessing anyway. I’m going to give Bob a chance to go straight.


Spike   (beat) Why?


Hilary   Because I’m good.


Spike   Right. Promise me one thing. Don’t pull this one if it comes up in your interview. The game is not about you and Bob, it’s about a statistical tendency. It’s about survival strategies hard-wired into our brains millions of years ago. Who eats, who gets eaten, who gets to advance their genes into the next generation. Competition is the natural order. Self-interest is bedrock. Co-operation is a strategy. Altruism is an outlier unless you’re an ant or a bee. You’re not an ant or a bee, you’re competing to do a doctorate at the Krohl Institute where they’re basically seeing first-class honours degrees and you’re in line for a two-one, so don’t be a smart arse, and above all don’t use the word good as though it meant something in evolutionary science.




Spike tastes his coffee.





Horrible. Haven’t you even got sweetener?


Hilary   Don’t you believe in good, Spike?


Spike   I believe in it, it’s just not what you think it is.


Hilary   What do you think it is?


Spike   Behaviour. It takes millions of years to evolve, but it’s evolved behaviour, whether you’re a person or a vampire bat. Every night, vampire bats leave the cave in search of warm blood. When they get back to the cave, the ones who were lucky cough up for the ones who weren’t. Literally. They regurgitate some of the blood to feed the bats who came home hungry. Do you think these are good vampire bats?


Hilary   No. I don’t. But I don’t think they’re little people with wings and sonar, either.


Spike   I didn’t want to be the one to break it to you. How many times do you think a bat will refuse to share its dinner before it finds out next time it comes home hungry the other bats won’t cough up?


Hilary   I don’t know.


Spike   I don’t know either, but off the top of my head … four. Four times, say. That’ll teach the selfish little bastard how to behave. I don’t see that we have much to feel superior about, as a species. Altruism is always self-interest, it just needs a little working out.


Hilary   Like you going miles out of your way to give me a lift home?


Spike   Exactly. It’s a cost-benefit thing. I go miles out of my way because you might invite me in for coffee, and I throw in a tutorial to get into your –


Hilary   Pants.


Spike   – good graces, I was going to say. But you’re basically right on the biology.


Hilary   I’d rather not complicate …


Spike   Hey, I’m your tutor, it would be an abuse of trust without precedent in higher education.


Hilary   It’s a cost-benefit thing. I’m sorry about the coffee, too. But giving something to get something isn’t altruism, anyway.


Spike   That’s what I’m saying.


Hilary   No, you’re not, you’re saying there’s no such thing, and I’m saying there is. I’m saying Rose of Sharon giving her milk to a starving man is different from bats.


Spike   Rose of Sharon. Is she in the Bible?


Hilary   No, she’s in The Grapes of Wrath, you pillock.


Spike   Oh, fiction. If you want a tip, don’t cite works of fiction.


Hilary   Rose of Sharon’s baby is born dead, so she gives her breast to an old man dying of hunger, a stranger, just some old man they find lying in a barn where the family are sheltering from the rainstorm. That’s how the story ends, with Rosasharn holding a starving man to her breast. Altruism means being good for its own sake.


Spike   Didn’t it make her feel better, though, about her life, her baby, didn’t it give her the courage to go on, and have more babies?


Hilary   (beat) Fuck you, Spike.


Spike   (laughs) Darwin doesn’t do sentimental. If you want something cuddly, try business studies. Here, there’s nothing but evolutionary biology. Breastfeeding a starving man? Evo-bio. The Good Samaritan? Evo-bio. Culture, empathy, faith, hope and charity, all the flip-sides of egoism, come back to biology, because there just ain’t anywhere else to come from except three pounds of grey matter wired up in your head like a map of the London Underground with eighty-six billion stations connected thirty trillion ways, hard-wired for me first. How many times do you think I’d drive you home for a mug of what isn’t even proper coffee before I give up on the sweetener and let you go home on the bus?


Hilary   Four?


Spike   Yeah. At least.


Hilary   At least?


Spike   Yes. At least four.




He tries another mouthful of coffee, grimaces, and picks up his outdoor coat.





Hilary   Oh.




She considers him. He offers a handshake and leaves. She starts getting undressed.



























SCENE TWO








Night. The only light is from a ‘scented’-type candle by the bed.


Hilary is kneeling silently at the side of her bed, saying her prayers. She is wearing only a T-shirt, which is long enough for modesty.


Spike pushes open the door, letting in more light. He enters with a mug in each hand. He is barefoot, wearing a girly wrap-over negligee too small for him, showing bare calves. Seeing Hilary at her prayers, he is dumbfounded. He hesitates, not sure what to do. He decides to leave and make a later entrance, but Hilary suddenly relaxes, stands up and gets into the crumpled bed, unbothered by seeing Spike.


The clothes they have taken off are untidily ‘anywhere’.




Spike   Sorry.


Hilary   What (about)?


Spike   Were you praying?


Hilary   Yes.


Spike   Sorry if I came in at the wrong moment.


Hilary   I was saying my prayers, I wasn’t putting in my dentures. (Accepting the mug.) Thanks.


Spike   I’m glad you did that after, not before.


Hilary   I feel the same way about what you’re wearing.




They each take a sip and wordlessly exchange mugs. Spike gets into bed beside her.





Spike   You’re lovely. It was lovely. Afterwards, you said – muttered really, did you know? – you said, ‘Thank you.’ ‘Thank you’. I thought that was so … You don’t have to say thank you.


Hilary   Actually, I wasn’t talking to you.


Spike   Oh. Sorry.


So … so you, as it were, pray to God, then?


Hilary   Yes.


Spike   Do you pray every night?


Hilary   Yes. Usually before I get into bed.


Spike   Oh.


Does it work?


Hilary   Yes.


Spike   (interested) You find prayer works?


Hilary   Yes.


Spike   What, every time?


Hilary   Yes. Every time I say my prayers I feel better.


Spike   Oh, works, right. Psychological.


Hilary   Wow, Spike, I never thought of that, missed it completely, shit, that explains it. (Wagging her hand in front of his face.) Hello, hello. When I clap my hands you will wake up and find you’re in bed with a student, wearing a negligee.


Spike   Lucky me. Better than when? What do you pray for?


Hilary   Forgiveness.


Spike   Forgiveness? I thought it was me who should be doing that. What you need to pray for is getting into the Krohl Institute. How does God feel about your model of Nature–Nurture Convergence in Egoistic and Altruistic Parent–Offspring Behaviour? Does he think you’re on the right lines?


Hilary   I tell you what, Spike, if I were up for a back-and-forth about God, I’d rather not have it with an arsehole. Where we were –




She turns on her bedside light.





– was, you were supposed to be checking the maths for me.


Spike   To tell you the truth, I feel a bit thrown now. I wasn’t expecting to deal with a rival hypothesis.


Hilary   That’s not what I said. I’m not thrown by sharing an ancestor with a grunting chimpanzee – evolution by natural selection, bring it on – it’s only that millions of years later the chimp is still grunting and you’re using words like hypothesis, so I’m wondering if there’s something they left out. It’s nothing for you to be bothered by.


Spike   (roused) If not me, who? I’m Darwin. I’m Mendel. I’m Crick and Watson. I stand for all the science that’s taught. We’ve scraped you clean of gibberish, we’ve taken you to bits and put you back together from the atoms upwards so you understand how you work and how everything around you works. We’ve accounted for every particle in the universe except for dark matter, and we’re working on that. And here you are on your knees to what? To who? You might as well pray to Peter Rabbit.
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