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ABSTRACT

This studs describes some of the ways in which
English 1is being used 1in contemporary South African
theatre. It argues a close connection between language
use and perceptions of identity. It focuses particularly
on current perceptions of White English-speaking South
African (WESSA) identity and on the relationship between
the WESSA and South African English (SAE) within the
~ontext ‘of SAE usage by second language African speakers
of English (ALSs).

Recause theatre performance {s a collaborative cultural
activity, a study of the language usage in a theatre
performance allows the researcher to bring a variety of
perspectives to bear on one another. The theatrical
~connection between orality and literacy is examined, as
{s the relationship between the constructed dramatic
world of the play and the theatrical relationships
existing during performance between performers and

1
[}
audience.

In tracing these relationships the study contributes to
the critical discourse of performance in two ways: by
documenting somnme examples of contemporary theatre
events; and by offering sone theoretical arguments about
the =ubject and methodology of performance cstudies. Out
of this convergence of the practical and theoretical
aspects of performance . ctudies there emerges a per-
ception of the processes by which theatre poer formanee
both articulates and creates conscliousness ot the
socio-political conditions of 1its making. Performanae
diecourse can thus be seen to have a firm philosophical
base and an important role to play in acadenic dis-

course.
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Three plays are analysed: Paul Slabolepszy s Saturday
Night at the Palace, The Junction Avenue Theatre
Company”s Sorphiatown and Mbongeni Ngema's Asinamali.
Each analysis takes account of the socio—econopic,

political and historical conditions of production and
connects these to the dramatic structures of the play
through the varieties of social, political, theatrical

and dramatic functions of its English usage.

The study concludes that English usage and theatrical
practice 1in South Africa are 1indices of language and

cultural change in South Africa.
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PREFACE

This study has two purposes: -

- to contribute towards a clearer perception of the
subject and methodology of performance studies as an

academic discipline; and

- to pursue the implications of English usage in South
Africa 1in the context of current South African per-
ceptions of identity.

The 1impetus to undertake this study has been provided by
an urgent need to bring diverse aspects of my own ex-
perience to Dbear on each other. Teaching in the School
of Dramatic Art at the University of the Vitwatersrand
teaches me continuously that conceptual and language
skills must be honed by the processes of analysis and
debate; that wunderstanding emerges slowly and only by
the most rigorous and persistent commitment to asking

and (provisionally) answering theoretical questions.

But fifteen years as a freelance professional performer
has given me the greatest respect for those who do what
others talk about. The traditional academic distinction
between theory and practice has always seemed an arti-
ficial one to me. For in my experience, constructing a
performance demands a high degree of consciousness about
what one 1s doing and th. Equally, talkiqg about per-
formance 1in general requires a strong sense of all the
elements 1involved in particular performances and the
curious and often unexpected ways in which these combine
to bring about that enormously rich sense of consciously
lived experience that theatre performance can produce in

its participants.



Theatre performance enacts the discovery of 1its own
theory; it 1dentifies 1itself only 1in its actions. Ve
know what 1t 1s only by what it does. So this study
begins from a perspective that sees the practice of
theatre, and the action of language in the theatré, as
simultaneously the process and the product of theo-
retical understanding. The progress of my research has
followed a similar pattern to the process of theatrical
production: only at the end of the action have I begun
to understand something of the nature of the subject and
my relationship to it. And it is only in that relation-
ship that I have been able to perceive the subject, and
it can present me with an image of my thinking. Hence an
“objective” separation between researcher and subject,
or theory and practice, is not a condition for me for
performance research. I believe there 1is greater value
in responding to the intense commitment performance
studies demands of 1its practitioners to acting their

theories and theorising their actions.

My active theorising during the course of this research
has made considerable demands on the time and patience
of those people whose common 1interest in performance
allowed them to 1indulge me 1in my quest for understand-
ing. In particular I have to acknowledge the unflagging
energy of my supervisor, Professor Ian Steadman. [
demanded that he debate ideas with me, direct me to more
and ever wider sources of information, provide me with
contacts and boost my failing confidence. All of which
he did; and then matched my demands with his own for

ever more rigorous analysis and methodological pre-

cision. It was an exhilarating if somewhat frightening
experience, for which, in retrospect, | most heartily
thank himn.

Colleagues and students 1in the department have contri-
buted greatly through their willingness to argue with me

in classes, corridors and lifts. Malcolm Purkey and Dr.



Frederick Hagemann bore the brunt of my interrogations
about their methods and their theatre productions. Among
my friends, professional colleagues and acquaintances in
the theatre, their willingness to be interviewed for-
mally and informally testifies to their commitment and
courage 1n subjecting themselves to such scrutiny in the
cause of theatre. Paul Slabolepszy, Pileter-Dirk Uys,
Dorothy Ann Gould, Jenny Reznek and Lucille Gillwald all
agreed to lead seminars with my students, which produced
lively debate and enriched my ideas. Deon Opperman,
Peter Terry, Bobby Heaney, Sached and the administrative
staff of the Market Theatre provided me with primary
unpublished material and documentation, Temple
Hauptfleisch and Eunice Reynecke 1lent wvaluable aid in
dealing with the methodological difficulties. I am
grateful, too, to Mrs. Naomi Gunders, into whose capable
hands I at last delivered my final draft for typing. My

confidence in her has been well-placed.

Finally I acknowledge gratefully the financial assis-
tance given by the University of the Witwatersrand. They
have contributed towards the costs of photostating and
printing; and a University Council Research Grant for
the Human and Social Sciences enabled me to have six
weeks free of teaching duties in order to complete my

research.
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SPECIAL TERMINOLOGY

Theatrical: refers to

1. the processes by which a performance is constructed;
all the activities 1involved 1n preparing for the

presentation of a production to an audience;

2. all the specific conditions 1in which a theatre
performance takes place;

3. all the elements o0f performance which sustain a
relationship during a performance between actors and
audience; 1including the presentation of the dramatic
text.

Dramatic: refers specifically to the dramatic world

which is constructed within a performance but 1is
separate from the “real” world of the actors and
audience; involves the written text as well as the text

in performance.

SAE: South African English

VESSA/VESSAs: White English-speaking South Africand(s).
This term applies specifically to white South Africans

whose first language is English; as distinct from

ESSA/ESSAs: English-speaking South African(s) ie. first
and second languages speakers of SAE. The subjects of

this study are all ESSAs.

ALS/ALSs: African languages speaker(s) who speak

English as a first or second language.
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Abbreviated titles: Long play titles are abbreviated
after their first use, as for example, Saturday Night at

+he Palace (SNAP>; The Fantastical History of a Useless

Man (FH).

In the bibliography certain well-known publishing houses
and journals are abbreviated as for exanmple English

Academy Review - EAR; Vitwatersrand University Press -

V.U.P.




CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION

1. ARGUMENT

We cannot afford to be uncritically compla-
cent about the role and future of English in
South Africa... The problems of society will
also be +the problems of the predominant
language of that society since 1t 1s the
carrier of a range of perceptions, attitudes
and goals. Through 1t the speakers absorbdb
entrenched attitudes. (Ndebele 1986:11)

English Language Usage in South Africa

Perceptions of the particular conditions in which South
Africans 1live are expressed in their daily language
usage. The predominance of English as a second language
among South African speakers reflects its international
role as a major second language. Estimates of world wide
English wusers vary between 600 million (Strevens, 1981)>
and 115 million (Kachru, 1981),

A study of 1international English usage (Platt et al,
1984) emphasises 1ts importance as a second language:

The spread of English to so many parts of the
world and the increase in the number of those
learning it and wusing it has been the most
striking example 'of ~language expansion” 1in
all recorded history. It has far exceeded
that other famous case, the spread of Latin
during the Roman Empire. (p. 1).

From this the writers conclude:

WVhatever the dictates of language policies
there are two reasons why English is needed
in the New PNations. One 1is 1ts use as an
international language all over the world and
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the other 1s 1its use as a neutral lingua
franca, a neutral language of wider communi-
cation without a country. The first need
could be fulfilled by a small English educa-
ted e€lite but the other could not. In nations
where there 1is a great ethnic and language
diversity and where no alternative 1lingua
franca exists, English may be required for
some time to come (p. 201),

The use of English in South Africa as an international
language may be firmly <(and perhaps 1irreversibly)
established, but I shall argue that 1its role as a
neutral 1local lingua franca is not. There are signs of
alternative languages emerging which may fulfil this
need. Moreover I shall contest the assertion that
English usage for whatever purpose can be “neutral”
within the context of political, economic and cultural
dominance that 1s a feature of contemporary South
Africa. [ shall assert that language usage can never be
“neutral® in that, whatever language is used, 1its usage
enacts a complex dialectic between the lived experience
of the user and the accumulated concepts and ideological
assumptions that the 1language”s history brings to bear
on 1its users. Language usage cannot be isolated from the
historical processes that are inscribed in its gramm—
atical constructions, vocabulary, idioms and spelling,
all of which pre-exist the individual user. In turn the
users contribute +to the ongoing historical process by
their modifications, their “errors” and their expansion
of vocabulary according to the particular contexts of
their utterances. So language cannot either ©be dis-
sociated from the perceptions of its users.

My 1interest 1is in 1identifying the kinds of usage that
are occurring in the specific context of South African
theatrical language practices in English, for reasons
which are elaborated below.



This dissertation sets out to examine:

- how and why English is currently being used by first
and second language speakers 1in South African
theatre;

- what perceptions of identity are recognisable amoné
South African English speakers; and

~ whether the use of English among a range of South
African speakers can serve to develop a perception
of a ©South African national identity which is not
tied to any one socio-economic, language or racially
specific group, but can include all South Africans.

Current English Usage by South African First and Second

Language Speakers

To account for contemporary English usage it is necess-
ary to refer to the historical pressures of which we are
the 1inheritors. Underpinning +this study is an idea of
history as

The ways 1in which a portion of South African
society tries to tell 1itself, and others,
what the world 1s 1like. In other words (it
is) an interpretation, 1instead of a mere
description of reality.

(Boonzaier et al 1888:1)

Much of South Africa”s history is interpreted in written
English. There 1is 1little to be read 1in other South
African languages compared to the sheer volume of
English accounts. Afrikaans has contributed, but of
black South African perceptions of the past there is
little that has been recorded in languages other than
English. The telling of history 1in English is an act
which 1itself 1is subject to the 1ideological hegemony
inscribed in the wuse of English. In the same way that



our understanding of historical events is shaped by our
perceptions of our contemporary position in relation to
the past, so. our telling of that history is shaped by
the actual vocabulary, grammatical constructions and
belief systems the language we use carries within it. It
is likely, therefore, that cultural and political
anglicisation 1is a feature of widespread English usage
in South Africa.

The struggle to “understand” is enacted continuously in
the 1linguistic choices we make, not only among South
African 1languages, but within the language we use as a
first language. To choose which language we use in which
particular situation, 1is 1in South Africa a political
choice, quite as much as 1t 1s a result of social
training and contact, or personal, familial background.
Vhere multi-lingualism produces a greater freedom of

choice, the political significance of such choices
increases. Conversely the limitations imposed by
monolingualism will tend to confirm the speaker”s

unconscious submission to the ideological tenets of his
language. Among South African native English speakers
this 1s particularly evident. The hegemonic effects of
English make them particularly susceptible to the
“naturalising” and “universalising” tendencies of
English usage. In second language English speakers these
tendencies are less well developed, though present,
because 1in choosing +to speak English the political,
social and cultural effects become more immediately and
consciously apparent. For Afrikaners, for iustance, the
concept of language loyalty and the association of
Afrikaans with a specifically Afrikaans national
identity may produce open conflict at a familial, social
or political 1level where English language usage and
concomitant acculturation occurs. Among African language
speakers the use of English tends to involve questions
of class identity because of the association of English
with education. The status of English as a language of



poclitical and economic domination may also involve these
English speakers with questions regarding their politi-
cal affiliations.

WVho uses English in contemporary South Africa, and why,
are critical questions 1in attempting to recognise what
features are common to all South African experience and
which are specific only to particular groups. But again,
in 1identifying differences among groups the terminology
used - the categories by which South Africans are
currently differentiated - 1is linguistically as well as
politically determined. And these categories are
themselves unstable, as the changes in official terms
demonstrate. Familiar South African concepts of race,
class, culture and nation have a 1linguistic history
which 1s 1inscribed with the conceptual and political
modifications effected by the politically dominant
group. Boonzaler et al (1988) have traced some of these
linguistic shifts that function as indicators of shifts
of consciousness among the users of the language. For
example, they cite the <change from tribe to race to
ethnic group to nation (pp. 68-78).

These 1linguistic shifts are inseparable from the socio-
political manipulations which create and adapt the
structures and organisations of dominance and subordin-
ation in South African society. They provide evidence of
the centrality of language in reflecting and construct-
ing consciousness.

The relation of English to the dominant structures that
entrench political and economic power 1in a minority
differentiated by race 1is complicated by English usage
among those who seek to alter these power structures. In
co-opting English 1into the struggle to redistribute
economic and political power, oppositional cultural
workers appear to place increasing importance on English
as a site of struggle because its usage encompasses both



; dominant and dominated. Linguistically the struggle in

English becomes one waged between conservationists and
liberationists. The conservation of white cultural and
econonmic dominance 1is fought for through the preservat-
ion of traditional standards of usage. The struggle for
political and economic liberation exhibits itself
linguistically 1in new forms of English usage which deny
or ignore these traditionms.

The multiple functions that English has in South Africa
has resulted in an expansion in its range and variety of
expressiveness. Some users are engaged in using it to
promote the racial and class divisions that sustain the
political status quo. These - and they are by no means
limited to native English speakers - vigorously promote
English as a European language and believe that ~good”
ie traditional wusage allows access to the beneficial
effects of Western culture, economic practice and power
sharing. English, 1in this view, is implicitly “better”
than other languages and “correct” usage ensures that
the speaker will reap the economic rewards of the
capitalist system and the cultural benefits of exposure
to the largest and fullest traditions of cultural
excellence as well as membership in an international
language community, thus enlarging his conceptual
framework beyond the narrowly parochial or purely
national. The notion of democracy here assumes a common

predominantly cultural goal, that of “Englishness”.

Other wusers are engaged 1in promoting 1its use for a
different kind of democracy..Rather than subscrib%ng to
the elitism and competitiveness that Western democracy
practises, they use English to mobilise masses of people
who share similar socio-political experiences. English
in this case has a non-cultural function in that it is
used as a lingua franca, a contact language among
different 1language groups. The recent growth of many
literacy programmes, the majority of which teach reading



and writing skills 1in English, testifies to the urgent
need for a common lingua franca among the disenfranchis-
ed. Here the democratic goal is not primarily cultural:
the supremacy of English culture is valued less than the
access 1t provides to economic power and its usefulness
as a linguistic means of negotiating with those who poss-

ess that power. So usage is a means rather than an end.

Between these two poles - the vuse of English as a
demonstration of cultural excellence and as a toocl for
acquiring economic and political power - there are many
varieties of English usage evident. For neither pole is
mutually exclusive. The hegemonic spread of English
culture among English users ensures that traditional
standards of wusage and culture are acknowledged and
valued to a greater or lesser degree by all English
users. Equally the transmission of concepts of alter-
native economic structures and their accompanying
political concepts 1impinges on the notions of democracy
that traditionalists sustain. The effects within English
of such continuous traffic among varying purposes and
practices means that there is continual reassessment of
the language itself. Its vocabulary 1s constantly
subject to the actual conditions of utterance - who is
speaking, about what, to whom and in what context. This
produces a tremendous pressure on its users to identify
themselves, the words in which they frame their concepts
and the reception of their 1ideas by their listeners.
Actual English wusage 1is thus the subject of closer
scrutiny than previously, and 1is constantly reviewed,
adapted and elaborated 1in the interests of exchanging
meaning by speakers themselves, as they speak. For
meaning cannot be assumed to be common to all its

speakers.

Language consciousness has always been a feature of
South African political practice. It has, and continues
to be, used legislatively to create and identify



separate groups of South Africans. Now, as apartheid is
challenged increasingly openly and powerfully, the
discourse 1in which the apartheid debate 1is conducted is
itself under examination. English”s colonial history,
which was partly responsible for the linguistic
divisions used to separate South Africans, has also
provided the 1lingua franca in which the discourses of
power can be debated. Apartheid language consciousness
is gradually being replaced by a more positive attempt
to explore the possibilities of expanding English usage
to accommodate diverse cultural and socio—-political
experiences within 1it. Whether +this consciousness of
English can or will eventually make English the language
of South African unity can be only speculatively
answered at present. What can be offered is evidence of
current perceptions of identity that are held by some
South Africans and the degree +to which their use of
English demonstrates a felt need to affiliate themselves
with others who also use English.

Concepts of ldentity in South African English Speakers

In South Africa official demarcators of identity are
race, language and place of origin. Legislative practice
has effectively enacted the 1deological principles of
apartheid so that few if any South Africans are exempt
from the hegemonic absorption and internalisation of
these criteria 1in their perceptions of identity. More
recently cultural criteria have been added to institut-
ionalised definitions of identity when “place of origin”
conspicuously failed to maintain clkarcut divisions. The
emergence of “ethnicity” as an attribute of identity is
an example of this refurbishing of old concepts in new
words. (1) Identity is thus largely determined by
enmphasising difference between 1individuals or groups.
The increasing use of English seems to be re-introducing
a balance between difference and aimilarity in



constructing representations of identity, 1in that the
racial distinctions no longer match the language
distinctions as closely as before.

I shall be arguing that because language constitutes one
of the critical paradigms of official identification,
English 1is both an instigator and perpetuator of these
ideologically entrenched perceptions of identity and at
the same time a means of combating the prescriptions
that the race/language/ culture cluster imposes on such
perceptions.

Politically English 1s used as a weapon by contending
groups. The hegemonic spread of dominant values through
widespread English usage serves the interests of the
dominant white minority by “taming®™ or naturalising
dominated groups and incorporating them into established
practices. For the dominated classes, though, it
provides a common voice that can be raised against the
oppression that wunites them in common cause against the
oppressors. In this way English assists in articulating
new paradigms to counter the racial ones. One of the new
paradigms 1s the class one (2). Another, to counter the
old cultural superiority of Europe, is that of numerical
majority.

English 1is eminently well-placed to gather all the
contestants under one umbrella, so to speak, and provide
common linguistic ground for the contesting ideologies.
Coupled with this, the high status accorded to English
usage locally (deriving from effective cultural
colonisation) suggests that the “rules of the game”
(provided by English”s own ideology’> are understood and
respected at least to some degree by all the English

users involved.
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English Usage in Relation to a National I[dentity

English in South Africa 1s eminently well-placed to
gather current racial, 1linguistic or class specific
concepts of nationality into a more broadly inclusive
concept of a South African national identity, precisely
because its language community is beginning to
accommodate the majority of South Africans. The more
general wusage of English among and within racially and
economically esegregated groups is assisting conscious
political strategies to displace apartheid structures in
favour of other forms of social organisation, whether
these are reformist or revolutionary.

It 1s my contention that language does provide a primary
means of perceliving identity. Language 1s thus a sensi-
tive 1issue, as the consequences of apartheid language
policies demonstrate only too vividly in, for example,
the Soweto uprising of 1976 (3). But if actual English
usage by disparate South African language communities
becomes common practice, the artificially constructed
language divisions imposed by official language policies
demonstrably cannot sustain credibility. The expansion
of the English speaking language community 1in South
Africa 1is both a sign and an initiator of an expanding
sense of 1identity towards a national identity which can
incorporate the diversity of other factors - such as
class, cultural practices, regional loyalties and
political affiliations.

There are dangers inherpﬁt in asserting the primacy of
language as a marker of identity within a South African
context. It may be seen as an attempt to impose a sec-
tional concept of English nationalism on South Africans,
similar to the coercive attempts to promulgate Afrikaner
nationalism as synonymous with South African national-
ism, or the attempts of factions within the Black
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Consciousness Movement to 1invert this with a rxival
sectional concept of nationalism based on similarly

exclusive paradigms (4).

The privileged status of English 1in South African

consciousness also demands some caution when considering
its possible role as a serviceable means of promoting a
national 1identity. Its colonising history, coupled with
current attempts to 1isolate South Africa culturally,
economically and politically from the rest of the world,
and especilally the rest of Africa, makes English
particularly attractive to South Africans as a nmeans of
sustaining contact internationally. This carries its own
dangers, for there may well be few restraints on the
processes of cultural anglicisation where people
willingly turn to English usage.

Actual English usage may provide the necessary const-

raints, provided that traditional notions of standards.

held by South African native speakers of English are
conscliously redirected towards accepting actual usage by
second language English speakers and modifying their
notions of Tcorrect” accordingly. For as larger social
configurations within the South African English language
community contribute their varieties of social experi-
ence to the range of expressed perceptions in English,
there 1is 1likely to be a rapid expansion of vocabulary,
grammatical forms and richly connotative idiom from
which native English speakers may benefit.

It 1is 1largely a question of adjustments of attitude
among those English speakers in South Africa who
currently perceive English as “their” language and thus
tend to wish to retain control of it in their own hands.
In democratising English it is necessary to democratise
attitudes to English concurrently. Perceptions of a
decline of standards need to be refocused towards a
perception o©f an enriching of English by the emergence
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and acceptance of new forms of usage that articulate the
socio-political and cultural experiences of all 1its
users. Equally notions of tradition need to be readjus-
ted to recognise current usage as part of an ongoing
tradition 1in which there is continuous exchange between

past and present. .

Given these provisos it may well be possible to generate
both a revitalised South African English which both
expresses and shapes perceptions of what a fully South
African identity might entail.

2. METHODOLOGY

A cruclial component of theatre, as of all
art, is 1its 1immediacy, its nowness, its
status as event ... To be in the middle of a

process 1s not always to be clear about it.
The kind of clarity academics strive for
seems always to come, if at all, only after-

wards. The problems of ... drama today are as
acute and difficult and urgent and present as
they ever were ... the problems of audience,
of style, of venue, of standpoint, of
objective ... There |1is, it seems to me - a

continuing difficulty of language, despite
the articulateness: a difficulty in pinning
down the problems, a difficulty in expressing
the partial solutions people have found in
the daily work of practice ... That is one of
the reasons why the whole art of drama
sometimes 1imposes itself upor. us as necessary
and\irreplaceable. (Bradby et al, 1980:273-5)

In constructing this study I have drawn on theorists
from three disciplines, viz, performance theory, socio-
linguistic theory and cultural theory.
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Performance Theory

Theatre semiotics has provided the underlying framework
that 1identifies performer, audience and performance.as
the key constituents of a theatrical event. Equally
fundamental is the notion that performance is construc-
ted from two interactive systems: visual signs and
audible signs. Vhile [ have not overtly examined the
models proposed by Elam (1980), Pavis (1982) and
Bassnett (1980 & 1985). here, their work has informed
much of my thinking about theatrical performance.

Another key concept - the relationship between orality
and 1literacy as 1t 1s expressed in theatre performance -
derives from the work of Ong (1982) (particularly), de
Marinis (1987) and de Kerckhove (1987). These theorists
offer a historical perspective which 1illuminates the
complexities of contemporary theatrical and dramatic
language in a most helpful way.

Regarding the distinctions Dbetween “theatrical” and
“dramatic” 1in both language and performance, a number of
theatre practitioners and theorists have contributed to
my understanding of the relationships between the two,
and the crucial role that an audience plays in construc-
ting this relationship. Performers, directors, play-
wrights and reviewers bhave assisted 1in enriching my
sense o0f the complexities of relationships that exist in
theatrical and dramatic language, while the most
predominant theoretical sources have probably been the
writings of Brecht (5>, Artaud (1977), Styan (1975,
1979, 1982) and Raymond VWilliams (1975, 1977,1980,
1987>.

Socio-Linguistic Theory

In comparing dramatic dialogue with “ordinary” speech or

“naturally occurring language” the concept of function

\
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has emerged as a key analytic device. Austin’s speech
act theory and analyses of actual language practice in
Edwards (1976, Bloomfield (1979), Hayakawa (1971) and
others (Hudson, 1986) have sharpened my sense that
function 1s a <c¢rucial means of distinguishing dramatic
dialogue. Burton”s analysis (1980) of Pinter”s dialogue
assisted me in applying socio-linguistic principles to
the specific area of dramatic language usage in South
African theatre productions.

Regarding the concept of audience I have .used two
general models: that of Canetti (1962) <(crowds) and
Edwards (1976) (social groups) to try to find a means of
analysing the composition, function and action of an
audience within a theatrical performance. That neither
has proved adequate to the specific context of theatre
in no way implies any disparagement of their theories,
only that the search must continue for a theatrical

model.

Literary theorists have contributed here, too, in their
focus on the cognitive aspects of reader, writer, text
relationships, though again the work of the French and
German reception theorists appears to apply less aptly
to the theatrical relationship between audience, per-
formers and performance (Holub, 1984; Freund, 1987).

Literary theory, 1in fact, bhas proved a 1less useful
source in that the exclusive emphasis on written
language that 1t engages 1in tends to detract from the
émphasis on oral languaée in theatrical performance. So
literary theory has been largely avolded bhere.

Hauptfleisch™s empirical work on theatre audiences
(1980) offers a small body of statistical evidence to
support theoretical argument and if nothing else has
pointed to the wurgent need for more research of this
kind.
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Equally, his survey <(6) of registered theatre research
in South Africa in both literature and drama departments
(Hauptfleiséh, 1984) points to the paucity of research
that supports the fledgling A6 discipline of performance
studies. His survey indicates that a disproportionate
amount of such research in progress is directed towards
studies of dramatic texts and of literary biographies of
playwrights. In comparison, research into the socio-
cultural and political functions of theatre or into the
role of audience 1in the theatre performance is sparse
indeed.

So this study 1is an attempt to begin to redress this
over—enmphasis on written language in South African
theatre studies, and on dramatic rather than theatrical

features of performance.

I am also concerned to stress the relatedness of all
aspects and processes of theatrical performance. There
is a tendency, it seems, to isolate elements of theatre
from each other for the purposes of analysis. [ wish to
étrengthen the connections between theatre performance
and other kinds of cultural work and social behaviour.

Cultural Theory

Cultural theory and in particular a historical material-
ist approach has provided me with the most pervasive
model for my methodological approach. Raymond Villiams~”
writing has provided the concepts and direétion for this
study. In particular, his arguments for the importance
of process, of “structures of feeling” (Villiams, 1987,
PP 16-20) and for actual practice as areas of critical
enquiry have largely determined the general perspective
from which to view the specific subject of South African
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English 1in the theatre. This study relies most fundamen-
tally on his seminal accounts of hegemony, ideology,
historical process and acculturation. For the particular
manifestations of Villiams® general theory in a South
African context, I have referred to the recent bub—
lication by the University of Cape Town”s Sociology
department (Boonzaier et al, 1988). Their analyses of
the political implications of the historical shifts in
terminology that have and are occurring in South Africa
-~ specifically the use of terms such as race, nation,
ethnicity and so on - have critically influenced my
thinking about language and identity in South African
terms. Equally potent an influence in my thinking about
the cultural and socio-political context of theatre in
South Africa has been Dollimore et al (1985) and Martin
Orkin“s book, Shakespeare against Apartheid <(1887>. Both
have offered valuable theoretical models for formulating

ideas about the dialectics between theatre productions
and the socileties in which these occur.

In applying Villiams”™ historical approach I have found
much assistance from current work by popular historians,
particularly that produced by the Wits History depart-
ment (Callinicos, 1981, 1987a, 19870b; van Onselen,
1982>. Their emphasis on the retrieval of alternative
history through personal testimony has initiated much
fruitful thought about the historical function of
theatrical language and has expanded the context of
theatrical language for me.

Finally, this study relies on a number of concepts drawn
from a variety of disciplines. These can be grouped in
clusters under each discipline, but it 18 not my
intention to do so. My interest is not so much in the
derivations of the concepts as in how they operate on
each other. Theatrical, sociological and cultural
theoretical principles do, I think, illuminate each
other, but collectively they provide a dense account of
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the complex dialectical processes that seem to me to be
at the very heart of theatrical performance. In con-
structing a multi-disciplinary framework in this way I
am asserting a premise that the subject (theatrical
language performance) 1is more than the sum of 1its
separable parts; and that 1in spite of the subjects”
insusceptibility to research methods which rely on
immobilising and objectifying +the subject, theatrical
language 1in performance can be identified, scrutinised
and theorised successfully by methods which take account
of 1ts peculiar volatility. Vhat is necessary is that
performance nmethodology articulates those theatrical
relationships which sustain performances - that the
methodology and the subject share the same criteria,
that performance analysis recognises and participates in
precisely those dialectical relationships that differen-
tiate theatre performance from other kinds of cultural
work. There 18 a need to develop a performance theory
that can say what performance might be and what it can

do, rather than what it cannot be or cannot do.

Hence, where many theatre researchers will strive for
“scientific” distance and objectivity between themselves
and their subject, my approach suggests that engagement
in the subject is a methodological imperative. I see the
relation of researcher to subject as analogous to that
between audience and performance: both researcher and
audience participate 1n the creation of the subject at
the same time as they reflect on that subject. So they
are both subject to and objectifiers of the processes of
performance. And it 1is this mutually dependent identi-
fying process that I would seek to place at the centre
of the research methodology of performance. It is a
precarious position to maintain: too much insistence on
active participation within the subject will (Justifi-
ably) 1lead to charges of mystifying and personalising
the research; too much separation between researcher and
performance denies the essential conditions (exchange,
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mutability, collaborative action and collective experi-
ence) which characterise performance as distinctively
different from, say, dramatic literature or other forms
of cultural work. Continuous action, involving all the
participants 1in a theatre production, is fundamental -to
performance. To diminish this aspect of the process in
order to promote theoretical coherence seems misguided
to me. For performance studies needs to develop a body
of theory which centralises the concept of action -
whether dramatic, theatrical, linguistic or gestural.
If, as seems the case at present, this presents
difficulties, it 1is not a matter of adjusting the
subject to suit the methods of enquiry, but of extending
and intensifying the search for methods of enquiry that
most precisely register the particularities that make
performance an identifiable discipline. More acutely, in
attempting to build a theory of performance which is
differentiated clearly and unambiguously from other
related disciplines, the connections between theory and
practice will have to be addressed with rigour. It is
not satisfactory to say +that performance theory is
exenplified by particular performances; nor that perfor-

mances provide the tools for constructing theory. For it
is in each performance that participants discaover, const-
ruct, describe and enact the concepts of performance.
The processes of performance are, I would contend, the
theory of performance in action as it presents itself to
its participants.
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3. PRIMARY SOURCES

Criteria for Selection

In a study of theatre performance there are always
difficulties attached +to engaging in a written study of
an ephemeral and constantly “vanishing subject”. My
selection of particular productions has therefore been
limited by practical considerations such as the avail-
ability of records of contemporary South African works,
either in the form of working manuscripts, published
texts or video recordings of productions to overcome the
problem of providing the reader with some reference to
the primary source. Where published texts are available,
these will be used in conjunction with such description
of the features of spoken dialogue and physical action
in the productions as seem necessary.

Beyond these practical considerations my selections have
been based on the following criteria:

- a production clearly articulated perceptions of a
particular language group in its relations to other

language groups;

- a production appeared to be a development from
earlier work by the same writer or company in termns
of shifts of perceived identity;

- a production demons?rably' extended South African
English usage in its theatrical dialogue;

~ a production attracted popular attention or critical

acclaim.

Regarding the 1last of these, popularity is an ambiguous
concept of which there are a number of contradictory
features. Numerical and financial factors are only two
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of the variables that may determine the “success” or
“failure® of a production. The composition and percept-
ions o©of an audience are subject to the relative effects
of things as various as the location, accessibility,
architecture and technology of the venue; marketing
procedures; the relation of ticket prices to incomei
advertising and word of mouth as well as newspaper or
broadcast reviews and articles or arts programnme
inserts. Then there are the specific conditions of a
particular production that contribute to an audience’s
eagerness to attend a performance: the genre of the
play; the 1language 1t is presented in, compared to the
language(s) of 1its audiences; the status of the per-—
formers, the director, or the designer or the writer inmn
the eyes of both the management and potential audiences.
Expectations of visual spectacle or witty dialogue may
persuade people to attend for a variety of reasons.

The theatre management as a cultural infrastructure is
likely to bring 1its own variables toc bear on the
popularity of 1ts productions as well. Its ideoclogical
perspective will be inscribed in its policies regarding
reduced ticket prices <for favoured groups; its billing
of plays, players and writers; the comparative costs it
assigns to backstage labour, performers, writers, pub-
licity, set design, tours and so on. Its artistic and/or
commercial policies are 1likely to attract or circum-
scribe 1ts potential range of audience appeal, as are
its stated or implicit connections to other social
and/or state institutional structures.

Within this immensely complicated scenario perceptions
of popularity cannot be a matter decided by scientific
method. I have thus broadly defined a popular production
as one which has attracted critical notice; has been
widely talked about among theatre practitioners; has
generated consistently increasing audiences (relative to
its venue)> that have grown throughout its run; and in
some cases which has returned for a second season.
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The kind of audiences a production has attracted has
also been a consideration. This is difficult to estab-
lish as there is very little statistical evidence of the
sociological composition of Johannesburg theatre-goers.
But 1t seems reasonable to assert the premise that white
English-speaking middle class South Africans constitute
the majority of audiences at the productions that are
the subject of this study, for reasons that are given
elsewhere. This 1s borne out by my own observations at
performances of these productions.

The way 1in which a production evolves - whether from a
text or from a collective workshop method - seems to me
to be important 1in assessing the English usage that it
presents 1in performance. Textual modifications always
occur (with or without the consent of the playwright) in
the rehearsal of a new scripted play, but these
generally do not alter the fundamental conceptual and
ideological perspectives of the playwright. Changes in
dialogue are wusually 1in the interests of the actor‘si
articulatory convenience, or for the purposes of
defining dramatic character or plot more sharply. The .
value of a study of examples of these plays lies in
their representation of a particular ideological
perspective within the range of positions that are
articulated in other English cultural works. Where the
. reception of a production indicates strong grounds for
assuning that audience and playwright share this perspec-
tive the play may well be said to be representative of a
particular socially constructed group - as, for inst-
ance, 1in tHe case study of Paul Slabolepszy s play as
representing WESSA perceptions.

In collective workshopping, however, the dialogue is the
result of complex processes of negotiating linguistic
and social meaning among all the participants. The
spoken dialogue tends to exhibit features of this in the
English language usage. Hence there 1is great interest
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for the language researcher in productions where WESSA
and ALS speakers have co-operated in constructing a new
production, _for it is here that the processes of theat-
rical production may be asserted to be microcosmically
enacting the social and linguistic negotiations that are
occurring among South African English 1language users
beyond the restrictions of legislated apartheid.

The Question of Representativeness

How far theatrical activity may be seen as representa-
tive of other forms of social activity 1involves
questions regarding the relation of cultural work to
other forms of labour and leisure activities. It also
involves most crucially the relation of the dramatic
world to the “real” world. One of the premises on which
this study rests 1is that in constructing the dramatic
world the creators speak from particular ideological
positions which are determined by their experience of
the “real” world. The task of this researcher is to
identify from the 1linguistic features of the dramatic
worlds presented what these may be. Theatrical represen-
tations of reality are themselves as much part of the
perceived “real” world as they are imaginary inventions
of possible alternative constructions of reality.
Critical analysis of a production can thus be used to
identify characteristic patterns of linguistic behaviour
which apply beyond the specific practices of theatre; or
it can be used solely to examine the internal relations
of the dramatic world. It 1is the former purpose that
supplies the perspectives of this study.

The selection of productions does not imply that the
makers of each production are intended to be seen as the
sole theatrical representatives of a particular social
category of South Africans, nor that all South Africans
are fully or satisfactorily represented. Afrikaans
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language speakers, for example, do not feature in the
study at all, and are only peripherally presented among
the dramatic characters. In the two language-based
categories - VWVESSA and ALS - there are other contem-
porary voices among theatre practitioners whose playé
present other perceptions and other linguistic features
which are not evident 1in this selection. But where a
playwright evokes responses of recognition and
familiarity 1in an audience, this may I believe be taken
as evidence of a commonly shared perception of his
function as “one who speaks on our behalf” and so
support a view which claims a degree of representative-

ness for him.

So a particular production 1is no more and no less
representative than other particular examples of
cultural expression: who 1t represents, +to whom and

under what conditions, remain the central issues.

The representativeness of the researcher 18 equally
subject to the same conditions as apply to the making of
the theatrical production. In this sense “objective~”
research has 1little bearing because of the necessity of
approaching the subject through the intricate systems of
relations that operate in the constructions of meaning.
Indeed the subject 1itself 18 less a stable entity than
it 18 a process of engaging in these constructions. The
researcher stands in the same relation to the subject as
an audience does to a performance, neither distantiated
nor vicariously engaged in the action, but poised
between the two, simultaneously receiving and making

meaning.
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Productions Selected for this Study

Three productions have been selected:

Paul Slabolepszy: Saturday Night at the Palace
Junction Avenue Theatre Company: Sophiatown

Mbongeni Ngema: Asinamali

Slabolepszy s play was scripted prior to rehearsal
though it underwent considerable change during the
process of rehearsal (7). The text was published some
time after the initial production.

Both Sophiatown and Asinamali were devised through

workshopping process. Sophiatown has subsequently been

published as a play text (8), though Asinamali has not.
Vhere reference is made to specific section of dialogue
the source is the published text. In the case of
Asinamali my sources are the working manuscript of the
original theatre production as well as verbatim trans-

criptions from the video production of the play <10).
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NOTES - CHAPTER ONE

1.

2.

3.

4.

"Both “ethnic groups”™ and “nations” are fundamen-
tally constructs of the human 1imagination rather
than entities with a concrete, practical existence
in the social world.” (Boonzaier et al p. 80). Sharp
then goes on to argue that the shift in terminology
was not matched by a shift in the ideological vision
of apartheid.

The concept of class is a vexed one in South Africa
because of the dominance of racial divisions over
all other 1identity determinants. Slovo, of the ANC,
discerns ~a degree of stratification within the
black population” (Lodge, 1983, ©p. 92). Sharp
(Boonzaier et al, p. 175) contends that class “does
not form part of the dominant political discourse in
South Africa’ (p. 175), which may account for the
relatively minor part class plays in Dblack
‘communities. However, recent governmental support
for black entrepreneurs and “the informal sector”
suggests that there is an attempt to develop and use
class strategies 1in the interests of sustaining the

dominant status gquo.

Lodge (1983> sees economic recession, a more
politically assertive African petty bourgeoisie and
consecutive waves of labour unrest as the background
against which the Soweto children”s language
protests grew (p. 328).

\
“Blacks bhad to create a social identity to replace

the concepts generated by white liberal notions of
African integration in a Western capitalist society.
To this end blacks should draw on indigenous
cultural traditions and critically scrutinise
externally derived ideological systems” <(Lodge,
1983, p. 323).
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Accounts o©0of Brecht”"s theories have been drawn from
Braun (1982>, Bentley (1983)> and Roose-Evans (1984).

See appendix B.

The director of the production, Bobby Heaney, gave>

me access to the original preproduction ms of
Saturday Night at the Palace, with the proviso,
however, that 1t may not be quoted directly. A

comparison o0f this early version with the dialogue
of the ©production and with the published text is of

considerable interest, but is not included here.

Malcolm Purkey provided me with a ms of Sophiatown

which was put together in July 1986, ie, subsequent
to the 1initial presentation of the production, but
prior to 1ts publication. This has been my source,
but as 1t 1s substantially the same as the recently
published text, references given refer to the
published text.

My thanks to the Market Theatre for their assistance
in 1locating this (incomplete) ms and for permission
to use it for this study.

The video production cannot be equated with the
theatrical production. Features of performance, the
selection of camera angles, the studio setting and
the differences that the two media exhibit in
relation to each other all profoundly affect the

reception of the spoken text. However the actual
dialogue, though not the order of the scenes,
remains substantially the same, so0 that it seemnms

justified to use this source as an adjunct to the
theatre ms where 1issues of orality are the focus of
the analysis. Neither the ms nor the video product-
ion can substitute for the performance but they do

g0 some way towards supplying records of it.
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CHAPTBR 2: LANGUAGE IN THE THEATRE

Theatre 1s an eminently suitable cultural activity for

tracing the changes that are occurring here and now in a
society whose transitional processes are-accelerating.
For 1t 1is 1in theatrical performance that the immediate
effects of 1ideological shifts can be publicly demonst-
rated to Dboth pérformers and their audiences as they

occur.

Definitions of theatre are as various as the venues in
which such activities take place and the people engaged
in 1it. The ideological perspectives it renders visible
and audible are equally various. Productions may be
offered as consumer products; as rehearsals for social
or political action, (1) (Boal 1979) as an escape from
the “real” world or as an invitation to examine its own
specific structures and practices as they pertain to its
audiences or to others not represented in its audiences.
There are elements of theatre which require personal
identification with the dramatic characters and thelir
dramatically constructed world, and theatrical tech-
niques which direct audiences to distance themselves

from such empathetic involvement,.

The functions of theatre performances range as various-
ly; from the instructional purpose of didactic political
and educational drama to the expressive function, where
audienges enter 1into an 1mplicit contract with the
performers, allowing them to enact on their behalf the
myths and rituals which express collectively shared
beliefs, as 1in the acting out of folk tales or legends.
Where theatre performance stops and other kinds of
cultural action begin 1is by no means clear - how much,

for instance, wrestling 1is a theatrical event and how
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much a competitive sport 1is a question that excites

considerable debate.

Theatre performances are above all, though, collective,
public, social events. The creation of a dramatic world
requires at 1least the consent of its audience, and an _
audience”s active or vicarious participation in its con-
struction of the dramatically “real” world. The greater
the engagement of an audience in this conceptual task
the more the dramatic world created presents to an
auvdience a framed image of itself, Shakespeare”s mirror
held “as”twere wup to nature; to show ... the very age
and body of the +time his form and pressure” (III, 2,
20-24)>. VUnderpinning this study is the premise that all
theatrical activity, 1like all other forms of cultural,
political and soclo-economic activity, serves the inte-
rests of those who participate in 1it; that in all 1its
theatrical forms 1t 1s an activity by its community,
occurring within the conditions existing in that
community, and for that community <(2). It is distin-
guished as a particular form of social action by its
specifically theatrical (rather than dramatic) practices
which 1involve all the features of performance -~ acting
in a continuous present; continuously making unstable,
incomplete meanings; and participating 1in conceptual

exchanges among a group.

Hence the construction of a dramatic world is only part
of the complex theatrical experience that occurs during
performance. Dramatic language has to engage itself in
the 1immediate theatrical felationship between performers
and audience as well, in order to sustain its cénnection
to “real” life.

This chapter offers four theoretical perspectives from
which language wusage 1in theatre performance may be

analysed:



- the relation between dramatic dialogue and

“ordinary” speech;

- the <construction of dramatic reality in and through
language;

- the cognitive and expressive effects of orality and
literacy in the theatre;

- and the 1linguistic implications of the presence of

an audience at a theatrical performance.

Because the presence of an audience is a crucial dis-
tinguishing feature of theatre performance, this section
will examine in some detail the linguistic activities an
audience engages 1n; the relationships created linguis-
tically between performers and an audience; and finally
who or what comprises an audlence, together with a brief
account of current methodological problems in 1local

performance research.

Dramatic Dialogue and ~“Ordinary” Speech

“Ordinary” speech is a physical enactment of ideclogical
patterns. Dramatic dialogue transforms “ordinary” speech
inte a specifically cultural process by its theatrical
framing. But dramatic dialogue is not characterised by a
specific range of specialist vocabulary or particular
grammatical structures. It does not function as a social
register associated with the work or leisure activities
of a particular social group, though it may encompass a
number of these. Moreover it does not appear to be
confined to a theatrical context alone. Energetic expres-
sions occurring 1in an everyday context, of indignation,
contenpt, hilarity and so on, are likely to be described
as “dramatic” or “theatrical” outbursts by a witness to

them, though not by the speaker.
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[t aczears then that language usage is perceived as dra-
matic <7 reference to its context. “Drama” and ~“theatre-
are —c-: synonymous, though they do require each other to
produce <zeatrical performance and a dramatic text.
Popular <=sage of the term “drama” tends to blur the
distizcz:izn between the two concepts and this 1is a
tendezcy that 1s encouraged by theatre practitioners
thems= v2s. Many companies are attempting to escape the
confizezent of their activities witﬁin a narrow “high

culture” category by taking their performances outside

establisa theatrical infrastructures - a theatre
buildizz, advertising in newspapers, traditional
performzce times, and so on. Theatre performances may

currently be found on street corners, in shopping malls,
on sperisfields and factory floors, in classrooms, and
even (as | have witnessed) in 1lifts. These locational
changes 1indicate a shift in perceptions of the function
of drama and 1in the reversal of hierarchical status
between drama and theatre. Where drama was previously
seen as having a primarily literary function, and thus
found a place 1in departments of literature or written
language, 1t 1s emerging now as a discipline defined by
its theatrical elements, which has more in common with

history, sociology and psychology departments.

In 1its emphasis on the behavioural aspects of the human
personality and the structures that sustain relations
between groups of people, performance is becoming the
focus of research, rather than the written text. In

dramatic language, therefore, the act of speaking, as
against readin what has ' been spoken, is assuming a

central place in concepts of drama, with an accompanying
shift of emphasis from “drama® to “theatre”, from
product to process, from containing the subject within
fixed definitions, to describing the subject in terms of
its relations to other aspects of human experience.
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The accompanying tendency to stress the similarities
between ~ordinary” speech and dramatic dialogue has
far-reaching implications 1in the study of theatrical
structure - genre, audience/actor relationships and
ultimately +the construction of performance meaning -
and thus 1in perceptions of the functions of dramatic

language.

Deirdre Burton”s socio-linguistic analyses (Burton,
1880> exemplify +the cross-referential space 1in which
dramatic language functions, at the intersection of
ordinary cconversation, recognition of linguistic
patterns and dramatic structure. Burton analyses works
by Pinter, identifying 1in them the formal linguistic
features that allow us to recognise (accept as familiar>
in Pinter“s dialogue patterns of language behaviour that
occur 1in everyday speech: repetitions, questions to
confirm what is already known or believed, silences that
“belong” to one or other speaker, the circularity of
conversations that serve a phatic function and so on.
She then demonstrates how the formal dramatic organi-
sation of these features, together with the theatrical
context, allow us to make different conceptual clusters
of meaning from them because of the unfamiliar conmbi-
nations that such repatterning constructs (3>, “Defamil-
iarising” (4) or “making strange” in this way is a
concept common to literary and performance theorists
(Jefferson, 1986; Ben Chaim, 1981; Hilton, 1987; Hawkes,
1977>. It directs us continuously during performance to
the process of exchange between the dramatic dialogue
and T“ordinary” language usage, rather than to either
separately. The operation of dramatic language in the

theatre provides a critical reference beyond the drama
and continuously maintaing a connection between the dual

theatrical realities of drama and _“real” 1life. This
connection 1s essential for the successful construction

of dramatic reality.
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An audience”s T“reading”® of the linguistic signs in
performance is a complicated social 1linguistic and
theatrical éctivity. Because the signs are predominantly
aural, within a continuous present, no isolated moment
is possible. Meaning is constructed provisionally, never
completed and subject to continuous modification, not
only by the relationships within the linguistic semiotic
system of dramatic 1language, but by the relation of
dramatic language to other theatrical semiotic systems
(5>, such as movement, gesture, scenic design and so on,
all of which are themselves unstable and continuously

transforming systems. Each language action occurs as a

response to a prior action, as utterances are responses

to what has bhappened before them in ordinary conver-
sations. And each line of dramatic dialogue will change
the conditions for the next 1line. For example, the
failure of an audience to laugh at a line delivered in
the expectation of laughter will affect +the timing,
delivery and context of the following 1line. For the
audience, the recognition (too late) of having missed a
laughter cue or their unwillingness to respond with
laughter will influence their reception of the following

line.

So there can be no clean starting point for any language
action during a performance. Even the opening line of a
play 1s preceded by a series of visual and linguistic
and non-linguistic theatrical signs associated with the
social framework of entering the theatre, buying a
ticket or programne, fi?ding the seat and so on, all of
which provide preliminary information to an audience
regarding the role that has been structured for him and
the expectations he may reasonably have of the theat-
rical event and his relation to it and in 1it.
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The continuousness of performance affects the dramatic
language usage 1in other ways too, one of which is the
construction of dramatic conventions ‘or norms, the
“habituval modes of representation” (Bennett, 1986, p.
54> (6) which operate for the duration of the perfor-
mance. These conventions provide the framework of the
genre and 1involve the gradual accumulation as the
performance proceeds of information about consistently
operating rules that apply in the dramatic world. They
will include visual signs as well as linguistic devices
which are introduced during the construction of the
dramatic world but which function retrospectively and
progressively to give the play its logical and struc-
tural coherence. Linguistically such devices may be the
presentation of speech as song, or soliloquy, as asides
or direct address to the audience; or they may involve a
structural change from verse to prose, or vice versa.

Paralinguistic features of speech will be included -

intonation patterns, changes in volume, pace, rhythm and

stress - all of which establish what norms are operating
for the purposes of the dramatic action. For example, if
all the characters speak 1in verse, verse becomes the
operating norm for the performance, and any character
who speaks 1n prose 1is noticeably not conforming to the
rules of the dramatic world. Dramatic significance is
thus marked by deviance from the dramatic norms estab-
lished within the performance.

Dramatic conventions need not necessarily conform to
those operating outside the dramatic world; they may in
fact suspend the laws 'of the natural and social world

(as for 1instance 1in Ionesco”s Rhinoceros or Brocok’™s

all-male production of As You Like It). An audience is
thus continuously made aware of the internal consistency
of the dramatic world and alerted to deviance within
that world as dramatically significant. At the same time
they are invited +to recognise the natural and societal
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structures of convention in which they 1live by
comparison with the overt constructedness of the drama“’s
conventions. Where social conventions and dramatic
conventions appear to overlap, the operation of famjliar
assunptions 1intensifies the reality of the dramatic
world and confirms 1t as real. For instance, there ié
the assumption in Voza Albert (Mtwa et al, 1983)> that
Morena“s ability to walk on water confirms for the

audience his dramatic reality as the returned Jesus.

The dramatic “defamiliarising” referred to earlier thus
needs 1its counterpart - recognition of the “real” world
- to complete the cycle of exchange between the two
worlds of the audience and to construct dramatic and
social meaning. Dramatic language quotes its own context
as part of the way in which it insists on its own “norma-
lity”; 1t makes itself “familiar”™ and thus recognisable
at the same time as it points to its theatrical framing
to demarcate itself as different. For example, Hamlet’s
soliloquy ~“To be or not to be ...~ (New Shakespeare,
1969) points to 1ts own defamiliarisation from other
parts of the play by 1ts use of verse and its solilo-
quising function. The norms established elsewhere in the
play <(Hamlet”s prose speeches and the functional diffe-
rence 1in his exchanges with Gertrude and Rosencrantz and
Guildenstern, which are made in verse) are deliberately
broken and hence the audience recognises the speech as
dramatically .important. Equally this speech deviates
from the norms of extra-theatrical language utterance:
talking to oneself 1in vwerse 1is not deemed “normal-”
behaviour outlside the dramatic world any more than 1t is
inside it (it contributes 1in the play to the other
characters” belief that he 1is mad, just as it would in
the “real” world). Moreover Hamlet is the only character
who habitually soliloquises in this particular dramatic
world so that he 1is perceived to be outside both the
norms of his dramatic society and his audience”s. This
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privileging of dramatic characters renders them drama-
tically important and 1invests them with intensified
buman qualities that tend to allow audiences to identify
with them as “real” people. Much of the critical writing
about Hamlet reveals this tendency to regard Hamlet not -
as a dramatically constructed role but as a person (7).

The Construction of Dramatic Reality

Dramatic theorists from Aristotle to Brecht, Artaud and
Grotowski have recognised that the perspective from
which an audience interacts with a performance is a
determinant of the genre (structural style) and meaning
of the performance. Literary and performance theorists
alike have long debated the relationships between
reality and theatrical illusion, empathy and disengage-
ment, subjectivity and objectivity <(the terminology
varies, though not the oppositions) that produce an
audience”s “understanding” of drama. The debate is by no
means resolved, but however disparate the position of
each theorist may be, there does appear to be agreement
regarding the critical connection between distance and
function in experiential and aesthetic analyses of

drama.

Language 1s at the centre of the debate because it is
in dramatic language and the dramatic conventions that
organise this language that the structural conventions
of drama maost powerfully operiate. Words in drama acquire
the power to make things so: a character can refer to a
non-existent castle and for the purposes of the play it
exists 1in a particular location (which may not be
visible). He <can refer to previous events, or describe
immediate non-visible events as they are happening and
the words alone make them “true”. They have happened,
are happening. In the theatre Whorf’s theoretical
assertion that language determines reality (Whorf, 19586)
is literally true.
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But the case 1is more complicated, for the reality of the
dramatic world depends too on the simultaneous continu-
ation of the reality of the participants” actual world.
Dramatic language points only to those conditions in the
alternative dramatic world which are different from
those of “real” 1life. An audience’s knowledge of the
“real” world and the ways 1in which language operates
there, 1s brought +to bear on the dramatic world. The
conventions structuring his experience there are
transferred to the dramatic world, unless the dramatic
language directs otherwise (8).

So dramatic language 1nvokes the two realities simul-
taneously, maintaining the norms of ordinary life to
direct an audience towards recognising in what these
consist and to what degree the dramatic world is 1like,
and unlike, their knowledge of real conditions.

The referential function of language (Bennett, 1986) not
only serves to maintain these dual perspectives within
the temporal dimensions of the present, but allows them
to operate backwards and forwards along a time axis, so
creating a dramatic past and a dramatic future parallel
to and interlocking with “ordinary” time. The visual
systems of the theatre cannot provide this retrospective
and anticipatory dramatic action, as language can, for
gesture and movement are constrained within the present.
Language 1s not subject to such constraints and thus is
a primary means of expanding and intensifying the
dramatic world.
{

Equally 1language expands the spatial dimensions of the
dramatic world Dbeyond what 1s visible 1in the stage
space. It can surround the theatrical space with other
non-visible 1locations, providing a geography in which
the stage space 1s located. This 1intensifies the
dramatic reality of what is seen and the actions <(verbal
and visuval) that occur in the sight and hearing of the
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audience reinforce the dramatic offstage reality, which
in turn resonates back 1into the dramatic space of the
theatre stage.

Language then functions as a mediator between these dual
realities, fusing the effects of one into the other, so
that perceptions of each reverberate beyond the limits
of each reality. The dramatic world is “real” because
its language connotes the “ordinary” world; perceptions
of what constitutes “ordinary” reality are sharpened by
the alternatives the dramatic world acts out.

An audience’s consciousness of this interpenetration of
simultaneous but opposing realities - their apprehension
of the metaphoric significance of performance ~ appears
to depend on the comparative foregrounding of dramatic
language in a performance against other theatrical
semiotic systems. Brecht and Artaud argue from opposite
ends of the theoretical spectrum regarding the relation-
ship of 1language to the visual systems of meaning in
theatre performance. For each maintains a different
sense of the proper relationship between audience and

performance.

Brecht argues, in his famous Verfremdungseffekt (Esslin,
1970, pp. 106-129) for the use of theatrical and linguis-
tic techniques 1in performance that sharply separate
theatrical performance from events 1in everyday life.
Artaud (1977) conversely argues for the elimination of
dramatic distance through reducing the primacy of
language 1in theatre performgnce. This, he maintpins, will
intensify the connections between dramatic reality and
“real” 1life, and 1in so doing intensify an audience’s

consciousness of extratheatrical reality.

Both centre their arguments around the use of language
in the theatre and the degree of distance it inserts

between actor and audience and between an audience’s
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relative perceptions of dramatic and “ordinary” reality.
The theatrical alienation devices that Brecht introduces
indicate his emphasis on the analytical distancing
function of language.

These 1include historicising the dramatic event through
narrative techniques, such as monologues and direct
address to the audience, separating scenes by written
titles, songs or newspaper style headlines that comment
on the dramatic action; the use of quotation devices to
maintain separate identities for actor and character;
and the Juxtaposition of inconsistent theatrical .
language conventions. All these serve to induce a high
degree of language consclousness 1in his audiences and
foreground the ways 1in which dramatic language 1is
functionally different from ordinary language.

Conversely Artaud directs attention away from such theat-
rical self-consciousness, which like Brecht, he sees as
a particular effect of language. He favours replacing
language 1in the theatre with “a kind of unique language
somewhere 1in between language and gesture” (p. 74>, ~...
spatial poetry free from spoken language” (p. 68>, But
his position is not so extreme as to propose that langua-
ge should vanish altogether from theatre performance. He
concedes: “There 1s no question of abolishing speech in
theatre, but of changing its intended purpose, especial-
ly to lessen 1its status” (p. 53).

What this debate suggests 1s thet language and its use
in the theatre 1is a perrful determinant of the
relations between audience and performer in its capacity
to enlarge or diminish symbolic distance between them.
Vhere the cognitive aspects of language are foregrounded
in 1ts theatrical usage, the distance between audience
and performer 1s greater; where the expressive function
is foregrounded empathetic responses diminish the meta-

phoric distance between audience and actor, actor and
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character. Between these two extremes though, dramatic
language may be said to exert considerable influence on
the kind and quality of the theatrical relationships
occurring in a theatre performance. The theatrical
function of a performance 1is powerfully influenced By
the ways 1in which +the language of the performance is
constructed and used.

Orality and Literacy in the Theatre

In language as it operates in theatre performance, it is
possible to identify two kinds of language codes in
which an audience member receives part of his theatrical
understanding. These are spoken language and literary

language.

“Reading” the language of a performance ~“text” involves
both oral and literate cognition. Orality provides the
spectator with +the means of entering 1into dramatic
reality and thus engaging directly and empathetically
with the sensorily apprehended experience of immediate

events,

Literacy 1invokes a different kind of cognitive action,
involving the processing of such experience into
formalised abstracted spatio-temporal patterns which
permit reflection about the representativeness of the
action. with a resulting capacity to expand the frame of
reference beyond the 1immediate context of the dramatic
experience. It also opens the speqtator to the possibi-
lity of recognising dramatic structures as organisations
of experience, and so makes it possible for him to make
genre distinctions beyond +the immediate constraints of
the temporal present. The contextuality of specific
theatrical events can 1in this way be widened to
accommodate a historical and generic contextuality.
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Valter J. Ong”s 1illuminating study of the cultural
effects of the shift from orality to literacy (Ong,
1982) offers an analysis of the characteristics of each,
which seemsApertinent here. For determining what kind of
perception an audience member may have and how he . may
make his meaning, seems to involve the question of the
degree to which theatrical performance engages oral and
literate thought.

Ong defines the difference between orality and literacy
as primarily to do with perceptions of time and space.
He suggests that the evanescence of sound (in the spoken
word) T“totally resists a holding action, stabilisation”
(p. 32>, Written language, on the other hand, ~favours
immobility~. So spoken language characteristically
developse features that take account of this dynamism -
“either the use of devices such as mnemonics or formulae
to assist memory and recall, or of physical sensations
(gesture particularly) - by incorporating such features
into 1its wutterances as part of its semantic function.”
(p. 32>

The effects of 1literacy on cognition have been identi-
fied and described by Whorf, Goody and others (McNeill,
1987, pp.- 173—-198)>. Derrick de Kerckhove (1987) in parti-
cular offers a dense argument accounting for differences
between oral and literate cognition. “Literacy” he main-
tains “brings on a psychological revolution® (p. 2)
because it separates the knower from the known~ (p. 9).
He supports his argument «~ith neurological and anato-
mical evidence and goes bn to suggest that “early Greek
tragedy was no more than a sophisticated system of
tension management to pacify an edgy audience subjected
to rapid social change brought on by the advent of
literacy”™ (p. 13>.

Like Ong, he identifies perceptions of time and space as
the critical areas in which change is registered in the
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movement from orality +to 1literacy. “In a culture
experiencing the environmental growth of literacy, the
change of perceptual priorities would require somne
training, such as was provided ideally by the theatre-”
(p. 11>, ©because theatre provides a model for ~“visual

space” and “linear time”.

These +two concepts require some explanation. “Linear
time~ here refers to the sequencing properties of
written language as distinct from the contextual (or
space-referential) properties of oral speech. The
concept of linear time thus expands rather than cont-
racts contextuality, making the past available for
incorporation into the present. It is thus possible to
discriminate degrees of experiential difference and
similarity along a time axis, so that past experience is
released 1into present action. In this way the context of
the present 1s itself intensified.

Visual space refers to the relation between cognitive
organisations and their manifestation 1in the spatial
organisations 1n a theatre. De Kerckhove argues that
literacy 1involves the restructuring of “our principal
cognitive strategies®™ (p. 3) whereby “even when we are
confronted with oral speech, we impose a logical grid on
the wverbal content ... VWe read other people”s words

rather than hear their voices” (p. 4).

The analytical and synthesising properties of language
are expressed 1n the theatre in the spatial divisions
and arrangements of ﬂhe theatre space - including both
the theatrical and the dramatic space. Thus both
literate and oral cognition meet in the theatre, and the
tension between the +two 1s expressed in the multiple
dimensions of theatrical and dramatic time and space.

Theatre becomes a model for visual space and linear time

because 1t offers a physical stage space analogous to
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mental space conceived in this way, in which images are
processed sequentially through the organisation of plot
and action. Moreover, symbolic action, which 1s a
feature of oral language, occurs 1in the theatre in a

physical space separate from +the spectators, so that

“watching someone else speak in a formal setting such as
the stage teaches the spectator to separate the
symbolical content of the speech from 1ts physical
manifestation® (pp. 7-8). This allows for contemplation
as well as (limited)> physical participation, and
according to de Kerckhove, promotes “three-dimensional
over two-dimensional representations of space in our

mental space” (p. 10).

This gives theatre “the position of being a "half-way
house” between the exclusively oral and the fully
literate psychology'(p. 11> in that meaning emerges from
the symbolic action and the physicality of oral speech,
in a formal spatial organisation characterised by focus,
depth of field, and distance of the perceiver from the
perceived. The kind of meaning available from this
experience 1is 1integrated by a new consciousness in the
spectator of causal relationships (evolved through
concepts of 1linear time); of cognitive abstraction from
concrete manifestations; of perspective, through
physical distancing; and of “visual access to meanings
previously committed to an aural constraint” (p. 12).

The Role (9) of an Audience in a Performance

»

During a performance the actors speak as himself, as a
representative of the author and as an autonomous
character 1in the dramatic world. He is simultaneously
playing a social role <(as a social being in a public
exchange) a material representation of authorial and/or
directorial intention and a character in role. None of
these roles is hidden from an audience; all are
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accessible to an audience continuously, though one or
other 1is likely to be more prominent at particular
moments during the performance.

A theatrical and dramatic contract exists between

audience and player which consists in each accepting the

material presence of the other throughout the perfor-
mance. Only in this way can the interpenetration of
dramatic and social reality Dbe sustained. An audience
does not forget, 1ignore or suspend their awareness of
the actor because o0of the dramatic character; his
physical presence 1inscribes the character with a social
as well as dramatic presence. The audience 1is thus able
to respond 1in varying degrees to any or all of these
roles, from a variety of audience roles. This accounts
for the extraordinary range of responses that a perfor-

mance can produce among its audiences.

This conjunction of dramatic role and actual material
presence occurs 1in an audience as well. Each member of
an audience will assign to himself a particular kind of
participatory role according to the degree to which he
is prepared to respond to any of the actor”s roles. His
responsiveness will depend largely on his expectations
regarding the function of the performance. He may see

his role as ~“one of a particular social group” - of
friends, of work colleagues, of first-nighters, of
theatre cognoscenti, of fun-lovers, or of serious

students. The possibilities are endless. But whatever
self-defined role he adopts depends on how he sees him-
self in relation to the whole performance event, and to
each of the elements within the theatrical structures.

An audience 1s one of the semiotic systems in the whole
network of performance systems, but its relationship to
other elements 1is marked by greater independence than,
say, the visual or language systems, though at the same
time, all the semiotic systems of the drama require the
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presence of the audience to transform them into a theat-

rical event. An audience performs a mediating function
among all the other elements out of which theatrical
performance eﬁerge; their presence 1is thus a central
focus, yet 1in a sense the audience stands outside the

whole construct.

The network of social, theatrical and dramatic struc-
tures which surround an audience collectively operate
within the composite elements of individuval members of
that audience too. Each audience memnber, like each
actor, may respond to the event 1in “private” non-
collective ways. His social role does not exclude areas
of personal thought, feeling and behaviour. These will
be incorporated into the structure of relationships. Any
actor 1is familiar with the solitary 1laugher in an
audience whose effect on audience and performers alike
substantially alters attitudes to the play. His response
may induce an ad 1lib response from a confident actor, or
shift +the focus away from the dramatic events on the
stage to the social relations within the audience.

Vhere an actor has ©personal habitual mannerisms of
speech or gesture an audience 1is likely to attribute
these to dramatic character. Equally, personal linguis-
tic connotations by an audience member are likely to be

dramatically contextualised, so that his recognition of
an actor“s speech patterns as “so like Aunt Mabel” will
be “read” as a deliberate formal dramatic device const-
ructed by the performer to substantiate the character”s
dramatic reality by referring it to detailed selection

from everyday reality (10). ‘

Marco de Marinis <(1987) identifies two aspects of the
relationship between the audience and the whole perfor-
mance: “the manipulation of the audience by the perfor-
mance” and “an active co-operation by the spectator in
the performance” (pp. 101-102), both of which occur

simultaneously.
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The first relationship arises from the directorial
strategies which organise the semiotic systems in order
to “induce 1in each spectator a range of definitive

transformations, both intellectual (cognitive) and
affective (ideas, beliefs, emotions, fantasies, values,
etc.>” (p. 102). In other words, the director processesj

a fairly stable a priori product with which an audience

can engage.

The second relationship emerges from this initial
process. De Marinis expresses the process in terms of
Greimas~ theoretical distinctions of “making-done-
(faire-faire) and “making-believed” (faire-croire)
rather than “making-known” (faire-savoir) (p. 106).

These are important distinctions to make for they invol-
ve a recognition of three kinds of active participation
in the relationship between audience and performance.

First, "making~™ recognises performance as continuously
present and tncomplete in itself. An audience is neces-
sary before a performance can be said to be existing.
So the audience is both a component in the process and a
recipient of the product.

Second, the 1dea of ~“failre-faire” introduces the concept

of action in both a dramatic and a theatrical context, ie

-the ~doing” 18 not solely a feature of the actors. The

performance engages the audience in some kind of “doing”
as well as and as a result of the performance”s own
“doing”. The audience”s “doing” consists of mnmaking
meaning out of the signs of meaning that the performance
is constructing. But because the signs may release
meanings other than those predetermined and consciously
constructed by the performers during rehearsal and
presentation, nmeaning cannot finally be controlled or
predetermined by the performers. Both performers and
audience may discover other kinds of meaning during
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performance because of the audience”s presence and
action.
Finally, in ~faire-croire” ‘there is a recognition that

the activity of theatre reaches beyond itself. The
effects o0f theatre performance extend into the ideo-
logical structures of non-theatrical belief. Ideological
patterns of behaviour which ordinarily are not perceived
as being patterned by cultural, political and econonic
conditions may be presented for attention in the
theatre. VWVhat may be held to be normal or “natural” in
everyday 1life may be recognised as socially constructed
because it is contextualised within the theatre’s
artificially constructed belief system, a system an
audience knowingly consents to Dbelieve 1in when they
agree to believe in the dramatic world. An audience
member 1s 1invited, by witnessing the process of const-
ructing and enacting belief in the theatre, to see that
ordinary behaviour 1is constructed in the same way. The
more he subscribes to temporary dramatic belief during a
performance, the greater the opportunity for him to
recognise his extra-theatrical beliefs as "made belief”.
For instance, 1f an audience member finds a performance

of Sophiatown very “real” and believable, he is likely

to be more convinced of the “truth” of the beliefs of
the dramatic characters. If these beliefs are different
from those he halds outside the theatre, he will need to
account for the differences. He can do this by accepting
both as “true” (believed) 1in the same terms. Hence by
recognising his beliefs as beliefs, he can f he
choases, continue to assert them, or transform them. If
however, he does not willingly suspend‘his‘disbelief in
the dramatic world, he is unlikely to make a connection
between himself and the performance, or between the
theatrical performance and his “natural” social relation-

ships.
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Vhat 1is clear from these distinctions is that theatrical
and dramatic reality 1is crucial to the functioning of
theatre and that this reality depends profoundly for its
construction on both performance and audience, and their
relationship.

If this relationship 1s to be successful, a degree of
competence is required from both the performers and the
audience. The construction of dramatic reality relies on
the performance skills of the actors and the reception
skills of the audience. And 1like language competence
(11), ©performance competence 1s culturally and ideolo-
gically determined. An audience”s competence consists in
their ability to respond to multiple and simultaneous
signs and to construct connections among these often
contradictory signs. The conceptual patterns they
construct will ultimately determine the “meaning”™ and
thus the 1identity of the performance for them. So an
audience”s function can be described as an integrating
and synthesising one. As de Marinis has noted:

In the case of theatrical performance there
is no doubt that the sensory faculties of the
perceiving subject are called on to sustain
an effort, which for ©both quantity and
quality, there 1is no equivalent in any other
artistic field (p. 106).

Vho or what is an audience?

I bhave argued that the concept of theatre performance
involves the simultaneous interaction of three elements:
performers, their actions and an audience. The compo-
sition of an audience 1is thus extremely important in
creating the meaning of a performance and in describing
what a performance might be. But determining who or what
comprises an audience 1is no easy matter and it is made
more difficult by the paucity of research undertaken in
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this area and subsequent lack of empirical evidence
about audiences.

Theoretically an audience may be seen to consist of:

- a collection of individuals;

- a social formation; and

~ a semiotic system interacting within the theatrical
structure with other semiotic systems.

The notion of 1individuality certainly plays a part in
the formation of a collective unit called audience. As I
have indicated previously the possibilities of private,
idiosyncratic response are frequently evident in an
audience member during a performance. Individual action
and reaction is accommodated within the flexible
relations that sustain any particular performance. But
theatre 1s primarily a public and therefore socialised
event. It cannot be created solely by an individual. An
audience member is not in the same relation to a play in
performance as a reader is to a play text, a novel or a
poenmn, Literary reception theory (Holub, 1984) and
reader-response theory (Freund, 1987) is only of limited
applicability to the relation between an audience member
and the whole theatre event, because of the primary
focus of these theories on the solitary reader.

Sociological theories provide a more useful approach, in
that they place the individuval in a context of relation-
al structures between himself and other individuals
(Hudson, 1980). And these trelations produce changes and
modifications within the partlcipating parties. The
construction of a group in these terms implies that the
characteristics of a group are not necessarily those of
its individual elements.

Canetti”s analysis of crowds (1962), their formation,

actions and disintegration, appears to bear some
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connection to the ad hoc gathering of a theatre audience
for a form of collective action and its eventual disper-
sal. Actors appear to function very much as Canetti”s
“crowd crystals® do (p. 85). And there is a distinct
parallel ©between the theatrical concept of Aristotle s
“catharsis” (Aristaotle, 1940; 1961> and Canetti“s
“discharge” (p. 33). But such similarities do not extend
into more finely discriminated areas, in spite of the
superficial analogy. The identity, function and action
of an audience 1in a theatre is not satisfactorily
accounted for by reference to Canetti”s crowd theory.
Indeed, Canetti himself sees theatre audiences as only
marginally constructed as crowds. He describes theatre
audiences as “stagnant crowds of a much more passive
kind® <(p. 40) than those at sports meetings, religious
gatherings and public executions (sic). The only ather
crowds which rank for him as more passive than theatre

audiences are concert crowds (orchestral, naot rock or

pop?).

What 1s interesting about his analysis is his account of
the factors which prevent crowd formation in a theatre
auditorium: the fixity of the theatrical conditions of
performance; the persistent awareness of individuality
in members of an audience; and the substitution of the
actors” wvoices for a collective audience voice. All
these point to the constraints that do exist on the
theatrical relationships 1in a performance. An audience
is free to respond spontaneously to any elements of that
performance, but such spontaneity 1is directed br the
predetermined conditions of the rehearsal process. The
collective will of an audience may be expressed during a
performance but will not (usually) alter the outcome of
the dramatic action. There are exceptions though:
children“s theatre 1is often partially exempted fron
these conditions of restraint. Actors will 1invite
audience suggestions as to what to do next, though
unless the suggestions correspond to previously planned
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cutcomes, only the boldest actor will act upon them.
Actors tend to be fearful of the “loss of control” it
may produce <(though whether theirs or the audience’s is
never made clear). Perhaps their wariness is indicative
of the fine balance that needs to be found in perfor-
mance between spontaneous behaviour and formal dramatic

structure,

Other sociological definitions of audiences imply that
an audience 1s a group with particular identifiable
characteristics deriving from quantitative measures such
as age, sex, education, geographical location, econonic
status and so on. This 1s more useful, but again there
are difficulties. For such definitions assume there is a
collective purpose that binds all the members together
and this may well not be so. A socially uniform group

suggests uhiformity of circumstance, conformity of
purpose and parity of ideological perspective among the
members ©0f a group - a perception of themselves as a
group. In some ways this may be satisfactory: an audien-

ce 1s in the same place at the same time, witnessing the
sane event from more or less the same perspective.
(Theatrical forms of presentation such as theatre—-in-
the-round and other alternatives +to proscenium arch
forms contradict this somewhat). Audience members can
generally be said to share the same purpose, ~to go to
this production tonight”, but the commonness of purpose
does not extend very far. Individuval members may go “to

celebrate”, “to study”, “to be entertained”, “to be seen
there” or for any number of reasons. These may well not
be explicitly expr?ssed, ‘least of all 1in a research
survey.

Equally it is likely an audience will share something of
a similar ideological perspective: “it is more important
to be at this theatre tonight than to...” . But precise
differences in value systems are unlikely to be
revealed. It 1is at this point, where the specificities
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of particularity enter, that sociological methods will
tend to break down under the sheer number of variables
that need to be accommodated.

Another 1inhibiting factor to a sociological method of
identifying an audience 1s that the composition of an
audience for the same production on successive evenings
is 1likely to vary to a more or less significant degree,
depending on other sets of variables beyond the strictly
theatrical conditions; factors such as the weather,
family and social occasions, other cultural events such

as television newsbroadcasts, political speeches, sports

events or social disturbances as well as variable
economic factors. A theatre production is not only an
event, or even a sequential series of a repeated event.

Theatre practitioners (including audiences) acknowledge
the continuous changes 1n conditions between successive
performances of a production. Actors dread second
nights; audiences find a special value in the experience
of first nights; managements charge different admission
prices for different nights of the week and recognise
contractually the need to re-rehearse or replace

performers at specific times during an extended run.

So any production 1is both a nightly product and a
process during the course of its public presentation.
Its stabllity as a cultural artefact is continuously
under pressure from the 1instability, evanescence and
uncompletedness that 1t enacts in its continuous making
of 1itself. .

But while all these factors appear to fragment audiences
into unassimilable units, there are factors that operate
to assemble an audience within a principle of unity.
Some of these are found in the pre-production elements
.0of the performance process. The 1initial planning and
rehearsal stages of a production anticipate an
audience”s presence. The detailed preparation of design,
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lighting, costume, sound effects and actors” perform-
ances, as well as the dramatic structure of the play,
are all directed towards presenting a coherent and
multi-faceted experience for an audience. Directorial
choices are made essentially for the anticipated
audience, on its behalf. Even in its absence an audience
impinges on the processes that lead up to presentation.
It 1is the audience, finally, that provides the perform-
ance with its impetus, its purpose and its identity.

The need for local empirical audience research

The ad hoc constitution of an audience makes it extra-
ordinarily impervious to analysis based on a fixed
theoretical model. Because theatre-going is a cultural
activity that occupies leisure hours it is more flexible
and less subject to infra-structural constraints than
those activities associated with the work-place. Nor

does 1t formalise 1its audience”s activities in the sane

way that other social leisure activities do - church or
sport attendance, for example. Membership of a formally
constituted <club, society or organisation 1is not a
prerequisite for theatregoing generally, nor is there

any compulsion to attend regularly (except perhaps among
students). The informal and apparently unstructured
composition of an audience limits the effectiveness of
sociological methods of 1dentifying and analysing an

audience.

The difficulties 1in current South African research of
this kind are pragmatic as well as theoretical. Evidence
from such sociological survey& of local audiences as
exist 1s scant. Vhat there is,too specifically tied to
particular theatre 1institutions to serve as a general
model with wide applicability. At the same time the
‘measurements are too few and categorically too wide to
yield enough specific information to give a profile of a
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generic ~“South African audience”. Much more data-
gathering will have to be done before sociologists can
significantly assist the performance theorist.

Hauptfleisch (1980) has contributed some assistance with
his preliminary survey of PACT audiences. He has
provided a profile of Pretoria and Johannesburg PACT
audiences based on the categories of age, occupation and
educational status (12). The results are interesting,
but cannot be applied with any reliability to, say, the
Market Theatre audiences. Until further similar work is
done on audiences attending other theatrical institut-
ions, theoretical work remains largely speculative.

I do not believe, though, that it is premature to engage
in such theoretical work. Approaching performance
through focussing on a theoretical or “ideal” audience
can assist the search for data about actual audiences,
for neither approach 1is self-sufficient. Empirical
studies are open to a number o©of criticisms which a
theoretical approach can help to counter. One of these
criticisms 1is that empirical approaches 1in cultural
studies tend to “prove” what is not in doubt and that
they raise more questions at the theoretical and
methodological level than they answer. As Holub (1984)
points out

the majority of questions that matter in
literary scholarship cannot be proved by
empirical methods - or 1f they <could be
“proved”, they would already have been
noticed by perceptive students of literature
without the statistical detail (p. 40).

There 1is also the danger, that Steadman (198%5) neatly
points out, of

finding what one 1is looking for rather than
looking for what might be found (pvi).
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Statistical evidence can and does produce useful infor-
mation of a particular kind about an audience, but it
cannot provide information about the unsocialised
aspects o0of audiences, and this is likely to influence
audience responses to a considerable extent. Empirical
evidence must not be taken for more than it actually is,
any more than it can be dismissed as valueless; nor must
its part be mistaken for +the whole 1in performance
research. While empirical research remains important,
there 1s little to be gained in waiting for such surveys
to become available, for they are 1likely to confirm
speculative theory, where this takes account of socio-

economic, cultural and political conditions.

Summary

In this chapter I have examined the concept of audience
from a number of perspectives. I have tried to establish
ways of 1dentifying who an audience might be; what
activity an audience engages in when attending a perfor-
mance; what kinds of relationships may be established
between audience and a performance; 1in what ways
language 1is 1involved in the establishment and processes
of such relationships; and how language usage 1n the
theatre may be regarded as a primary system for making

and transforming meaning.

In this chapter I have endeavoured to provide a frame-
work for subsequent analysis of gpecific plays. The

framework has as its key reference points:

1. the notion that theatrical performance requires the
presence of an audience; and that neither a written
play text nor a production can be examined satis-
factorily without reference to an audience, where
performance is the subject of the study;
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the notion that an audience includes a consideration
of an audience as “a crowd™, as “a soclal group” and

as ~“1individual members of a group”;

that 1language in theatrical performance is a crucial
means of making and transforming meaning, both with-
in a performance text and among the participants in

dramatic and theatrical action;

that orality and literacy produce different kinds of
cognition and contribute in different ways to the
making of cultural meaning in South African perfor-

mances in English.



56

CHAPTER 2: NOTES

1. Boal proposes a changed relationship between actor
and audience in this kind of theatre:

it 1s necessary to humanise (the spectator),
to restore to him his capacity of action in
all 1its fullness. He, too must be a subject,

an actor on an equal plane with those
generally accepted as actors, who must also
be spectators. All these experiments of a

people”s theatre have the same objective -
the liberation of the spectator (p. 155>.

2. This echoes Steve Gooch who describes “a theatre
which can address the whole of the community on
matters which concern the whole of the community”
(p. 87>. Locally Hilary Blecher sees the function of

theatre in similar terms

for the dissemination of new cultural and
political concepts C to provide the
individual with 1insights 1into the actual
conditions of his life and the environment in
which he finds himself (p. 23).

3. <¢f Particularly Chapter 5:

drama data can force the analyst to reexamine

his taken for granted assumptions and
provokes powerful and fascinating 1insights
into everyday conversational structures
(p. 116).

4. This con:ept was first used by the Russian
Formalists. Derrida’s concept of “differance” has

much in common with it.

5. Contemporary theory of theatre semiotics can be
found in the work of Pavis (1980; 1982; 1085)
Bassnett-McGuire (1980; 1985) and Elam (1980),

Schmid et al (1984).
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This phrase 1is used to describe the way in which
language constructs a particular reality and
simultaneously presents this as reality itself.

For example: ~If we may assume that Shakespearehhad

not read Sophocles - and that Hamlet had not read

him, at Wittenburg, behind Shakespeare’s back...~
(Kitto, HDF, 1970, p. 153).

~The spectator assumes that the represented world,
unless otherwise indicated, will obey the logical
and physical laws of his own world~. (Elam, 1980, p.
104).

For accounts of role play theory cf Courtenay (1974)
and Goffman (1969).

A good example of the blurring between actor and
dramatic character 1is given in a review of “Road to

Mecca” by McLiam (1984):

Louis van Niekerk gives his interpretation of
Dominie Byleveld a hesitancy of speech which
made me wonder whether he was entirely
comfortable in the part or whether he was
portraying a character who is given more to
action than words.

The notion of 1language competence was first pro-
pounded by Chomsky (1972).

cf Appendix A.
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CHAPTER 3: THE WESSA IN RELATION TO ENGLISH IN SOUTH
AFRICA

To talk language is to talk politics; to talk
about the past twenty-five years of English
in South Africa is to talk about the present;
and to talk about the present 1is to talk
about a future South Africa.

(Gardiner, 1986).

In examining contemporary South African drama 1t is
necessary to establish who is writing and performing in
English, for whom and why. This 1involves questions as to
how English 1is perceived by +the VESSA, as well as by
other language-determined groups in a multilingual
context. The historical basis for such perceptions also

needs to be taken intoc account.

Language, particularly language 1in drama, provides a
central site for enacting the socio-palitical, cultural
and economic power relations 1in a soclety, for it is
largely 1in language that we 1dentify ourselves, our
values and our 1ideological world view; and, moreover,
articulate these relationships publicly. Drama 1is a
cultural form particularly sensitive to rendering such
subtle and delicate negotiations of perception. The task
of the performance critic as Styan (1987) perceives it
is a painstaking one of

think<{(ing> 1ike the author, the actor, and
the audience, for at such moments all three
parties to the play are in conjunction and he
must take in +the whole of the potential
theatre event and embrace every thoughtful
and sensory sign and indication in order to
arrive at what is going on between the stage
and its audience. (p. 12)

This view seems particularly pertinent as a model to
related disciplines which share an interest 1in the
contemporary cultural life of their society. For
participation 1is the central focus of drama and the
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possibilities of multiple ©perception inhere 1in the
process of theatrical production. Performance criticism
is pre-eminently to do with registering microcosmically
the operations of the society within which performance
occurs, The field of performance criticism cannot
therefore exclude considerations of those forces

operating on the society at large.

In the following sections then, 1 propose to examine the
way 1n which English is perceived as functioning by two
groups o0f South African English speakers, viz WESSA and
ALS. I have chosen this approach because in this way the
identity of the ©perceiver becomes a crucial factor in
establishing the effects of English usage. If, as has
been suggested, the VESSA is currently suffering a group
identity crisis, it may be possible within the paradigms
of this study to infer the likely future relations of
the WESSA to English 1in South Africa, as evidenced in
contemporary theatrical performances in English.

English is the subject of an intense debate (1)
currently occupying VESSA academics and educationalists
concerning the function and role of English in South
Africa now and in the future. For the WESSA the central
question in the debate appears to be +to whom does
English “belong”; in whom does authority rest to
determine standards of usage? This question has induced
a sense of crisis, involving the WESSA in an acute sense
of loss of identity which is intimately connected to his
sense that the control of English is slipping out of his
hands. \

English as a Local Lingua Franca

According to the 1980 census (Lanham & MacDonald, 1979)
English 1is the home language of 2,815,640 South Africans
out of a total of 24,886,020, O0Of these 763,220 are
WESSAs. English 1s the dominant home language in only



three districts 1in the country, viz the Cape Peninsula,
the Durban-Pietermaritzburg area and the Vitwatersrand.
In all districts 1in South Africa less than 7.5% of the
population has English as 1ts home language. In
contrast, English as a second language is widespfead:
Schuring”s report (1979) demonstrates statistically that
“English 1is far more popular than Afrikaans” (p. 60)
among Black language speakers; Hauptfleisch (1983) shows
“that the Afrikaner has a greater predilection for
speaking L2° (p. 60> and ~a greater preference for
English as a medium of communication” (p. 61). In a
small sample, 49 out of 52 shifts in language occurred
from Afrikaans to English and as Hauptfleisch points
ocut, T~language shift is accompanied by cultural shift in
almost 70% of cases” (p. 61).

In this context +the WESSA is outnumbered by those who
speak English but do not categorise themselves nor are
categorised as WESSAs. The WESSA“s perception of English
in relation to himself 1is thus likely to be extremely
ambivalent. The popularity of English among other
language groups gives bhim an elite status locally, in
that “his” 1is the language that others aspire to. But
these popular aspirations are directed towards contact

with British and American culture, the WESSA“s relation
to which 1s only marginally closer than theirs. His
relation, like theirs, is post-colonial. He may have
greater familiarity with these cultures, yet neither
locally nor internationally do second language speakers
depend on him for their contact with these cultures.

Because English serves as a means of communication among}
other language groups in South Africa and not simply
between himself and them, he finds he has progressively
less claim on English as belonging to him. His cultural
history, insofar as he identifies himself with the
cultural traditions of English, is available, without
mediation through him to any second language speaker of
English. He therefore perceives English as functioning,
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1. Industry and Commerce

The need for sources of raw material arose as Britain
developed industrially. Growing urban populations, the
emergence of a commercial middle class who owned the
means o0f production, and the growing consumerisation of-
the working class, meant that Britain needed viable
economic relations with pre-industrial countries to
provide a market, a domicile for some of the population,
and a Jjunior trade partner. In these relations it was
imperative that Britain should retain control in order
to satisfy her needs with minimal pressure to take
account of her partner”s needs. The undeveloped
countries of Africa were ideal for these purposes. So
the colonisation process began. Subsidised emigration
schemes meant that the first significant group of
British settlers 1in South Africa were urban working or
lower middle class. Their arrival post-dated the Dutch
Settlers who were numerically stronger but primarily
farmers. The pattern for English dominance in urban
areas and Afrikaans dominance in rural areas was thus
established early on and has remained largely intact
today <(given the general trend of increasing urbanisat-
ion across the board). Britain”™s political and military
control of the Cape Colony and Natal enabled English to
become firmly entrenched quite rapidly. In 1822 English
was proclaimed the only official language of the Cape
Colony. British determination to maintain its political
control of the territory was expressed in its language
policies, which ensured that the public spheres of
activity - education, bus}ness, law and entqrtainment -
were dominated by the English language. Dutch resistance
was effectively contained in the home and permitted in

religious matters.

The discovery of diamonds and subsequently gold intensi-
fied and extended +this dominance through the influx of
Uitlanders into the Transvaal, many of whom were urban
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British; the swift development of mining towns; the
investing of British capital, as well as that derived
from the diamond fields 1in the gold mining companies;
and the building of the Cape and Natal railways to
British controlled harbours. All these factors entren-
ched English as the common means of communication among
the different European language groups. The fierce
individualism of the Dutch Trekker groups, their
numerical weakness 1in the face of the increasing number
of immigrants, and their dependence on agriculture as
the means of subsistence meant that, emotionally intense
though their resistance was, economically they had few
means to make such resistance effective. The Second
Anglo-Boer War illustrates Just how unequal the power
relations between Dutch and English language groups had
become. The Dbitterness that remains as a result of it
indicates Just how powerfully 1language provided <(and
continues to provide) a primary means of identification.
In South Africa, at least, it can be justifiably stated
that “language 1s an intensely sensitive political
issue” (Hauptfleisch and Steadman, 1987, p. 3).

During the period of British domination, then, English
was the language of industrial and commercial exchange.

Dutch was the language of resistance.

Vith the development of the mining industry, South
Africa moved from an agricultural economy towards a
fully capitalist economy. Te provide minerals for
Britain, the demand for cheap urtan labour grew. This
was effectively supplied b§ the 1indigenous peoples.
They were brought into urban labour relations through
the coercive legislation of tax laws and the infamous

migrant labour and contract labour practices.

But the growth of the mines brought commercial interests
into play more strongly: the need for artisans, crafts-

men, clerks and small service factories became evident.
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Z———=x farmers, for whom farming was becoming increasing-
_— Zifficult, began to be attracted to the burgeocning
x—=-=g towns and brought with them the skills they had
_==—=ed on their farms. They became involved in small
z===——""acturing enterprises and transport riding companies
== serviced the mining companies. Their 1lack of
_-—=—=Tacy skills tended to prevent them from finding work
ed mrunicipal administration, but there are accounts of
—=ze=-T 1involvement in small brick-making yards, bakeries,
——==sport companies and machinery repalr shops

Z=__1inlcos, 1987, pp. B0-53>. Anglicisation policies
«=—= easier to enforce 1in an already predominantly
Z===_2Zsh urban context and the eventual entry of the
#z=——_-¥aners into the capital market encouraged a greater
—==—=2 o0f English language usage among urban Afrikaners
—=z== among the rural Afrikaner communities. This is a
—=—==3 that 1is still evident today, and is the reason why
——=<=1isation was seen “as a major threat to the

e==—_xaner nation” (Lanham and MacDonald, 1979, p. 12).

= =Zacation

Bt ~adustrialisation and 1ts control by Britain was a

== == means of transforming English 1into the 1local

_-===a franca, an even more effective means was through
=—zr—=tion, which not only enforced English as a medium
-z Iastruction (thereby ensuring 1ts wide usage) but

-——%-ded “an authentic cultural context for the learning
—Z =Zuglish” (Lanham and MacDonald, p. 14)>. Most formal
—z=--1ng was done by Eﬁglish\speaking immigrants, who
—z———=gh their own education were instilled with British

=_ 2= systems and the culture that expressed these.

_z—=zally the responsibility for teaching was 1in the
zz—=s of British missionaries and was managed by tying
—ze=—2ing to religious evangelising. Later, with the
zz===_ppment of formal education structures, professional
—z=—mers were brought from England to teach the skills
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necessary to the maintenance of British economic and
political dominance. Thus early British educational
policies promoted functional learning in and of English.
The learnihg of spoken English was seen as the basis of
all education, and little else was taught to the indige-
nous peoples as it was felt to be unnecessary to their
“station in 1life”. Inevitably acculturation accompanied
this learning of functional English. Pupils readily
recognised the material benefits that accrued from using
English and at the same time absorbed the value system
that tied religion to a British way of life. The hege-
monic spread of Britain”s cultural history, particularly
of English literature, was ensured by the association of
the English language with literacy. For until compulsory
education was introduced, 1literacy was comparatively
rare even among adults and thus a highly prized accom—
plishnment,

3. Class Awareness

British settlers came from a society accustomed to
distinctions of social status based on economic
relations to the means of production. British society
had been highly stratified since the beginning of the
Industrial Revolution. In a monelingual country such
distinctions remained clear-cut. But multilinguality in
South Africa brought other factors to bear much more
directly on these concepts of class. South African
society, from the earliest days of colonisation, tended
to be characterised by distinctions of language rather
than those of <class, for two reasaons. Early English
settlers were drawn from a relatively homogeneous class
because o0f the organised emigration schemes arranged by
the British government; and capital power was not as
tied to a particular class as it was in Britain, which
had monolithic <class structures supported by a lengthy
history. The ©possibilities of acquiring capital in the
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new mining +towns did not depend in the same way on
forging connections with those already in possession of
capital. Fortunes could be made with minimal capital
investment; entrepreneurship could turn a small manufac-
turing concern into a vastly profitable one as demand
for services often exceeded supply. The visible posses-
sion of money was likely to be a stronger determinant of
social prestige than considerations of class. The
ability to engage 1in the acquisition of wealth in an
urban environment presupposed a certain degree of expo-
sure to education, however, so that English was likely
to accompany a rise 1in social status. Thus either
through money or education, or both, “English-speaking”
became an indicator of social prestige. Culturally, the
prestige of English was high because it implied famili-
arity with wider structures of influence than local
ones. As local economic power devolved ever more visibly
on the Randlords who owned the mining companies, so
their social dominance grew and perceptions of status
became standardised against their language and cultural
affiliations. English was seen as the language of local
and British power and the cultural traditions of English
gained supremacy as the dominant culture. In this way
perceptions of identity came to be sited predominantly
in the mother tongue of the speaker, with the WESSAs
acquiring greater social status because of their more
immediate connection to English, as well as because of
its local dominance functionally, culturally and
politically.



POST-COLONIAL SOUTH AFRICAN ENGLISH

Vith the declaration of Union and the progressive
detachment of South Africa from British influence, it
might be expected that English”s influence would begin
to decline or that its status would lessen. But this has
not been so. The success of the colonisation process
allowed the language colonisation of English to continue
independently of British economic and political dominan-
ce. But this hegemonic spread has not gone unchallenged.
From 1910 until 1961 the “taalstryd” between the two
official 1languages flared 1into open conflict with the
rise of organised Afrikaner nationalism. The Afrikaners-”
success 1n resisting the military force of Britain in
the second Anglo Boer War and their subsequent political
success 1in negotiating a degree of independence fron
Britain, engendered a powerful sense of Afrikaner
identity, symbolised by official recognition of their
new language, Afrikaans. Growing confidence 1in their
political capabilities and greater control of political
policy gave the Afrikaners the means to protect and
extend the use of Afrikaans through legislation.
Afrikaans now formally carried equal status to English
as one of the two official languages. The VWESSAs, on the

other hand, were beginning to lose their immediate
connection to Britain. Many were now second or third
generation colonial families whose local financial
interests no longer entirely depended on Britain.

Loyalty to Britain was still strong, though many were
critical of the savage military strategies Britain had
adopted in the last sféges of the war to try to subdue
the rebellious Boers. Such loyalty though was tempered
by pragmatic considerations. Urbanisation had brought
WESSAs 1into closer contact with Afrikaners who them—
selves were to some degree anglicised. Union of the
provinces enabled the WESSAs to conceive of an English-
based 1identity which was no longer entirely British.
Confidence 1in the historical prestige of English in



South Africa and its international status culturally and
commercially, tended to allow the VWESSA a degree of
tolerant complacency towards the emergence of Afrikaans.

But when Afrikaner Nationalists gained political pawer
in 1948 it became evident that language would be a
decisive factor 1in the struggle to determine power
relations between the two groups. The WESSAs largely
controlled the economic power, while the Afrikaner now
held political power. This uneasy balance of power
directed the struggle for dominance into the language
arena. The aggressive nationalism of Afrikaans was now
pitted against +the cultural weight of English and its
history of cultural colonisation.

The “victory” appears to be going to English, but in
terms of the WESSAs this may be Pyrrhic indeed. For the
price of English as a lingua franca and as the provider
of a dominant cultural history in South Africa may well
be the 1loss of a distinctive 1identity for the WESSA
within the language-determined social structures of his

society.

The Division of WESSA Identity from English

One of the strategies the WESSA has adopted to deal with
his anomalous position regarding English in its relation
to the historical struggle for economic and political
dominance is to seek tq broaden the base of his
identity. This 1involves the idea of uniting with other
language groups opposed to Afrikaans and Afrikaner
ideology, and of making political and economic alliances
other than those of his colonial history. But even these
manoeuvres 1involve him in questions of language and the
powerful cultural history of English both helps and
hinders him.



Alliances with Afrikaner capital have arisen from common
economic interest. Both groups participate 1in the
economic structures of power in ways that ensure thelir
capitalistv ascendancy. So strong are these bonds of
economic necessity that they operate across the pdliti—
cal and language divisions, though English remains the
language of economics. But this economic (and thus class
based) alliance emphasises the WESSA“s position as
beneficiary of the effects of apartheid and makes the
alliance a somewhat guilty affair on both sides. For the
Afrikaner 1t tends to make language disloyalty emerge as
an 1issue; for the VWVESSA the association of economic
power with ©political power renders him open to the
charge of supporting Afrikaner nationalism and the
ideology on which 1t is based. His economic activities
in promoting capitalism are interpreted as veiled apart-
heid +trying to render itself acceptable by appearing in
English.

In an attempt to escape the effects of his historical
role as the colonial oppressor the WVESSA has attempted
to 1identify himself politically with the aspirations of
post colonial Black South Africans. It 1is here that
English and 1ts colonial and cultural history exert a
significant influence on his capacity to strengthen
these ties by reinforcing the traditional opposition
between English and Afrikaans. With the reversal of
political power the WESSA was able to establish English
as the language of official political opposition, in the
same way that Afrikaans, during British colonial rule
had' been the Llanguage .of resistance. Because of the
acculturation that had occurred during Britain’s
colonial dominance, this move was greatly assisted by
Black second language English speakers, particularly
urban educated Blacks. English had already become a
means of unifying various Black language speakers in
common cause against their new oppressors, the

Afrikaners, so the VWESSA found a place readily enough
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among the ranks of the politically disenfranchised. With
the growth during the Seventlies of Black Consclousness,
however, this membership 1in an oppositional language
community was seriously questioned and rejected.
Attempts to topple English as a local lingua franca
proved unsuccessful 3, but for the first time the
VESSA became aware of the possibility that his identity
could be divided from his language, and that as a result
of such a division control of his language did not by
right of wusage reside 1in him. The Black Consciousness
movenment pointed to his race-based alliances with
Afrikaner oppression and rejected his claim to language-
based differences between WESSA and Afrikaner. The WESSA
found himself trapped between growing Black race
consclousness 1induced by race—-based political exclusion
on the one hand; and on the other by the continuous

Afrikaner emphasis on language consclousness.

The WESSA had to engage in a radical reassessment of his
sense o0f 1dentity and status. He needed to create a new
set o0of relations for himself within the spectrum of
South African society, in which his claim to a specific
identity was founded on parameters other than language

and race.

THE DILEMMA OF THE WESSA IN THE EIGHTIES

If the VESSA is to find a new identity, his relationship
to English will necessarily have to shift considerably.
But the nature of this change is difficult to predict,
Some options as to the kind of identity he would prefer
and the way in which such identity would be received by
other South Africans are beginning to become recognis-
able.
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One such option is that expressed by Guy Butler (1985).
According to his view the new WESSA will grow from ~two
among the many good things which the British brought to
South Africa ... first the democratic tradition, and
second the English language. These are deep 1in the
WESSA“s birthright and tradition, and are open to all
South Africamns” (p. 172). The 1implications of this
option bear some scrutiny.

In referring back to the historical processes from which
the VWESSA“s current position emerged, Butler recognises
the cogency of making sense of the present by appealing
to the past. The effects of the past reverberate within
the present and impinge on the future, and so cannot be
dismissed by an act of will or intellect. As Butler
points out, “There 1s no short cut to identity. New
identities are the gift of long and complex processes”
(p. 172). But 1in accepting historical causality one
needs also to be aware that the past is accessible only
through accounts of 1it. The attitudes and values we
ascribe to past events are equally a legacy of the
particular perspectives of the writers of history. In
the case o©of South African history, events of British
colonial rule are offered to us through the eyes of the
past rulers and supported by present ones. Until recent-
ly alternative views were not available. There is a
danger of confusing the events of history with the
perspective from which these events were viewed and of
failing to distinguish the ideological bias operating on
the present reader of h{story and within the recorders
of history. This is a confusion in which!\Butler appears
to have become lost. “The democratic tradition” 1is
precisely one such ideological myth of which we are the
inheritors. It is a peculiarly British legacy, but it is
a featur?@ of belief rather than of actuality. Butler is
conveniaently vague about the practices denoted by “the
democratic tradition”; he asserts its presence generally
in “som® system that will reflect the citizens-” oplnions
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in both . national and regional or cultural matters~ (p.
173>. It is as difficult to find such a system operating
in present day South Africa as it 1is to find it in
British colonial history, except 1in 1its potency as a
collective WESSA belief.

The characteristics of such a belief system are, accord-
1ﬁg to Butler, “anti-sectional, liberal and hospitable
to all 1languages and races” (p. 171). This 1s not
fundamentally different from the liberal paternalism of
colonial British historical attitudes and reveals just
how deeply inscribed in present WESSA attitudes are the
myths of the selective history of his dominant ancest-
ors. WESSAs such as Butler appear still to cherish a
belief 1in the 1innate superiority of their language and
their belief systems and sustain their ©beliefs by
referring back to “tradition”. Little seems to have
changed here other than the terminology. The WESSA~s
position 1s still defined for him by reference to his
traditional domination.

Ndebele (1987> has already challenged this 1liberal
generosity by describing it as “a permissive attitude
that goes hand-in-hand with the prescription of stan-
dards. Let wus call it a prescriptive open-mindedness”
(p. 4). This option does little either to promote a new
WESSA identity or to provide a genuine basis for a new
relation between VESSAs and English. It continues to
assert the position of a privileged minority for the
VESSA s soclietal relationships and seeks to retain
control of English 1in " his hands. Its only difference
lies in the substitution of race demarcations with a
“democratic” assertion of the supremacy of English
culture. The ideological supremacy of English over other
languages in South Africa remains unquestioned.

A second aption that has been offered 1is that of
substituting 1deas of nation and culture for race and
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language as the parameters for determining identity.
Stephen Gray (1982) has urged a re-evaluation of English
as ~only one of the counters for idea-trading” (p. 14)

in literature. He argues

Although we may appreciate and admire the
global manifestations of English and be aware
of how very far English does take us around
the world, a purist approach that stresses
the universal generalness of English can be
very flattening; there 1is such a thing as
language 1imperialism which, because of its
insistence on the common denominators, tends
to screen out what are often the strengths of
literature 1itself, the regional variations.
The Southern African cultural world is multi-
lingual, 1ts people polyglot. This 1s our
daily experience (p. 14).

He sees literary history in South Africa as “a cultural
battle for supremacies” (p. 6> with the result 1in the
early eighties +that “the language groups each fight
their own Dbattles, seeing them as attempts to achieve
independent maturities” (p. 6). From this he concludes
that

South Africa cannot as yet be said to have
developed a literary consclousness (p. 6)

and leads him to make this plea:

that the interrelatedness of language and of
all 1literature be paid special attention and
English learns once again to see itself in
relation to other disciplines (p. 15).

Five years later Dalrymple (1987) picked up this theme
of South Africanisation when ghe challenged the special
status of English culture in drama studies.

The cultural history of the English ruling
class 1s the heritage of English speaking
South Africans and in a clear case of
colonial dependency we have clung to this
heritage with great tenacity and imposed it
on the indigenous population. Supported by a
notion of wuniversalism we have been able to
genuinely believe in the importance of the
nurturance and transmission of this cultural
heritage. (p. 27)
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For her, as for Gray, =a=--—=2=1 identity, language and
culture are inextricably =c===< T—2gether and the identity

crisis of the WESSA arises Te—=5%=

we have jumpe< —= == and greatly prejudiced

the culture and ===20ry of our own land and
peoples in o z=finitions of cultural

history. (p. 27>

Dalrymple carries the Z—=-==2x Africanisation debate

further by examining the -3 _.ications of retaining
identity through waging a c=>==r =21 struggle among ethnic
groups 1in South Africa. She =2s== the need to fight such
~cultural battles on behalf =< Z=Zentity as an inevitable
result of the separations =z=z=mndered by apartheid. The
VESSA” s “struggle for cuz_==r=2l1l dominance has been

particularly  important and =ZZective in replicating

Apartheid”, she maintains, fz= == this struggle language
~is fostered to keep the =z#ZTinction between ethnic

groups very apparent” (p. 295 .

Thus the WESSA 1s caught betwe=< =WO contradictory impul-

ges: his historical traditz== 2f cultural dominance,

reinforced by current lanzzz* apartheid on the one

hand; on the other, an rzz=<- need to expand his

\\\

cultural history and thus % 1dentity by cultural

interchange, using English 22 ~=€ means of doing so. It

is through the latter tha< ~% can hope to develop an

alternative identity to tha< «=-=h his history has made

for him. He cannot ignore <r <~Z#3ge his history, but he

can discover other ways of z=«-2Z 1t, if he can learn by
b d

P

exposure to those who view 1% ==

This option seems to be <z4 <=nly viable solution to

establishing a new South AfsZ~zn identity which has a

revitalises ¥ZSA cultural tradition.
extending %% @ tradition is fraught

firm basis 1in a

The process of
with difficulties and will ~sez2ire the most delicate

poise. Too much insistence =% romoting English as the

language of cultural diverz:i~y will drive him back
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towards a position of asserting the superiority of
English culture; too 1little resistance to divisive
language policies will ensure his cultural isolation as
the inheritor of a historically rich but stultified

culture of his own.

How to set about such a move remains the critical
question for the VESSA 1in search of a new identity.
Strongly articulated resistance to the formal operations
of apartheid can go far 1in demolishing the racial
divisions that these enforce, and go some way towards
preparing the ground for positive steps by the WESSA to
find what his contribution to a South African identity
might ©be. The “special status” that race confers on him
can be as well demolished by legislation as it has been
enforced. But language and culture are not so suscept-
ible to such simple legislative solutions and it is here
that changes to the WESSA identity will be determined.
The willingness to be South African rather than WESSA,
and to be perceived as such, 1is already a matter of
record, as 1is the degree to which the VESSA s perception
of himself disclaims special reference to his culture as
an ~own affair”. Lanham™s research (Lanham and
MacDonald, 1979) leads him to infer that

English 1language-group identity among Whites
is a composite phenomenon. In terms of a
widespread and coherent group consciousness,
there are no English South Africans (p. 317.

The process of South Africanisation of the VESSA appears
to be under way, at least as far as WESSA consciousness
is concerned. Perhaps the WESSA identity crisis may be
interpreted as symptomatic of the preliminary stages of
a real and visible change, though there are many
obstacles 1in the path from a WESSA identity towards
participation in a fully South African identity.




77

routes from English to other local languages become more
familiar and thus 1less problematic +to travel. The
English speaker”s willingness may be assisted by the
opportunities +to explore the previously clearly demarca-
ted areas between languages with greater confidence.
This would provide a welcome means of escaping his
cultural entrapment in monolingualism and allow him more
actively to pursue an alternative multilingualism.

But the choice of English as the 1language of South
African culture would not rest with the WESSA, but would
be determined by the cultural workers themselves - the
dramatists, performers, poets and novelists - according
to the specific demands of their subject, the cultural
medium, their audience, and their own needs. This kind
of cultural as well as functional use of English appears
to Dbe developing quite strongly already through blurring
the edges of separate South African languages. If a SAE
can become the cultural and functional standard of WESSA
work, 1t 1s 1likely that a far greater flexibility of
usage Wwill become acceptable to him and the pressure on
the WESSA as cultural custodian of English will
gradually slacken. He will ©be able to resign from his
self-appointed role as the watchdog of general standards
and apply his energies to a more specific area of usage

which will serve his perspectives best.

For 1if English 1s to become sufficiently flexible to
express the range of all the experiences that constitute

a South African consciousness, he will be able to
determ%ne only the kind of Bnglish in which his cultural
values are best expressed. The way to achieve this

sharpened focus 1is by vigorously producing cultural
artefacts, such as plays, which derive from his specific
consciousness of what he perceives his conditions to be,
and to find the language that describes it. Resting on a
generalised international English culture will not
assure him of the means to embody his own experience in
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English, nor will it provide a solid base for participa-
tory exchange within the amalgam of a multicultural
soclety, nor assist him in discovering in what precisely
his own contribution consists. Hence it is vital that
the WESSA applies himself energetically to the task of
making cultural work which renders his experience known
to himself and to other South Africans. [t is only in
the making that he can create and own a particular
cultural identity within the framework of a South
African context. Because of this it is imperative that
an active, independent, articulate and socially sensi-
tive 1literary and theatrical tradition be developed and
cherished as part of the process of redefining the terms
and conditions that will determine the nature of his new
South African identity.

Three other obstacles lie in the path of enlarging WESSA
identity towards a South African identity. These arise
from contemporary concepts of Africanisation and nationa-
lism, and from the search for a common denominator with-
in the multicultural experience of South Africa that
might serve to unify such diversity under a common South
African identity.

1. Africanisation

The concept of Africanisation presently is a dangerously
ambiguous one. Originating in the attempt by Black South
Africans to reclaim a cultural past and a connection to
the rest of Africa, it has inevitably become a)rallying
point for people politically dispossessed and rendered
voliceless by the forcible imposition of a foreign Euro-

centric culture by European rulers.

But Africanisation has become associated with the
coercive strategies of apartheid. The appropriation of
Africanisation by apartheid”s legislators is an attempt
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to restrict the cultural and social mobility of all
ethnic groups. Apartheid education manipulates African
asplirations to recover and express ‘their cultural
heritage and connections, by enforcing separateness and
s0 limiting the audience for such expression at the same
time as restricting access to Western culture as far as
possible. All too familiar legislation regarding ~own
affairs® Tindependent homelands” (more recently “nation-
al states”™), “group areas” and “national education”, and
language laws are all aspects of this race-based divide-
and-rule strategy which effectively makes Africanisation
a means of ensuring the hegemonic control of power by

the racial minority.

Africanisation <(“back to beshu thinking” as Dalrymple
describes 1t: 1987, p. 30) is eyed with deep suspicion
by nearly all South Africans for it may mean the real
aspirations of Africans, or it may indicate the manipu-
lation of such aspirations. The contexts for its meaning
vary according to the political perspectives from which
it is viewed.

The 1idea of Africanisation though, taken beyond such
immediate contexts, is no more threatening than the idea
of 1international English: both acknowledge a wider con-
text for South Africa than the geographic borders of the
country. In both cases the recognition and establishing
of connections extra-territorially is a necessary accom-
plishment. But establishing such connections depends to
a large extent on the creation of an inclusive national
character through which such connections may be entered
into.

Like English”s internationality, Africanisation presents
the 1likelihood of the ~“flattening” effects of universal-
ism. But, as with English, such effects can be overcome
by a rigorous attention to those features of localised
socletal relationships which are peculiar to our region.
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Again, the need to perceive our own conditions acutely
will determine the nature of our contact. The more fully
developed - and articulated our sense of national identi-
ty, the greater our capacity to enter the dialectics of
pan-African and international relations. Cultural
expression 1in languages availlable to other nations is
important; but learning what we have to say may only be
possible in exclusively regionalised forms of language.

2. Nationalism

Regarding the concept of nationalism, much the same
ambiguity pertains because ‘of the racial definitions
that determine identity in South Africa. Black and white
racial differentiations bhave narrowed the definition of
national. As has been shown, "national” has been appro-
priated by both Afrikaner and Black African 1in the
current struggle for the decisive control of power. For
the WESSA both kinds of national i1dentity partially
exclude him, or but marginally acknowledge his presence.
For the Afrikaner, nationalism is the myth that sustains
the supremacy of white; for the Black South African it
is the hope of healing the rift created by enforced
ethnic divisions, of establishing unity among Black
groups. So nationalism on the one hand expresses an
elitist minority superiority; on the other it is an
assertion of popular majority-based wunity. Each is a
limited concept, though African nationalism is numeri-
cally a more accurate indicator. Yet even this tends to
exclude the WESSA by virtue of hils racial and political
position. Dalrymple suggests that present conditions
prevent the emergence of any meaningful idea of national
identity.

The only sense of identity that we have
successfully achieved 1in South Africa is a
community identity because of separations and
divisions in the society. There is very
little sense of either a national identity or
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a class 1identity. A national identity, where

the 'culture of civilisation” 1is generally
accepted, 1s a basic requirement for the
successful functioning of capitalism or

socialism (1987, p. 27).

The 1dea of nationalism at present appears to be a major -
obstacle to the achievement of a non-sectional South
African 1identity Dbecause of the impossibility of escap-
ing the ideological struggle that the concept implies.

3. Characteristics of a collective identity

The last difficulty facing the WESSA in relation to a
really representative South African natioralism concerns
discovering what identifying features might characterise
such an 1identity. Vithin the divisive political struc-
tures and the 1inevitable fragmentations of the society
they have produced, it is difficult to envisage real and
lasting features at all. Sheila Raoberts (1980), however,
discerns a collective feature of South African drama of
the seventies. She describes “those meanings and effects
.that strike <(her) as specifically South African and not
universal at all” in this way:

one such meaning is the physical and psycho-
logical dispossession of the individual; one
of the effects of bilingualism and multi-
lingualism in which South African plays are
writtan 1s the sense that all South Africans,
regardless of dialect and skin colour, are
experiencing this dispossession (p. 135).

This sombre perception may well be the only common
feature of the social and psychological experiences of
South Africans, which Roberts characterises as
“sitvations of loss of identity, loss of freedom, bodily
reduction and nullity”™ (p. 139). Certainly the effects
of 1independently experiencing legalised 1isolation are
likely to be profoundly negative. Yet Roberts surmises
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that a positive movement is arising from this disposses-
sion and suggests that

it 1is revelatory of an increasingly integ-
rated sense of being South African felt by
all '"racial” groups accompanied by a propor-
tionate sense of forced estrangement from the
power structure (p. 139).

Vhether or not this 1s simply speculative wishful
thinking, 1t nevertheless casts some light on the way in
which cultural activity may be the precursor of new
directions 1in social relations. If South African drama
displays this trend 1t is a hopeful sign indeed. There
are 1indications, too, in research that points to the
willingness of all language groups in varying degrees to
speak the language of others. Perbhaps there is suffi-
cient ground for a tentative optimism that multicultural-
ism and multilingualism may be accommodated within a
national identity. It remains to be seen whether variet-
ies of South African English will provide the ground for
this to happen, and whether the WESSA can let go of his
language 1in order that it may develop the kind of flexi-
bility that such multiple demands upon it will make.

For the WESSA then, the question of identity in relation
to English may simply be a question of readjustment of
attitude rather than of abandoning or denying the
potency of English. For its ability to provide a means
of 1integrating diverse cultural experience seems already
to bhave considerable support from second language speak-
ers of English. For the WESSA perhaps it is a matter of
transforming his sende of language dispossession into a
sense o0f discovering ~“his” English among many equally
valuable South African Englishes. If he can do this the
move away from WESSA identity will be rendered easier,
in that his identity will emerge from his relation to
English - not gggi he speaks English, but how he uses
it; and most urgently, what he discovers he has to say
that cannot be said by anyone else, in any other kind of
English.
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2. _WESSAS AS AUDIENCE

The association of English 1n South Africa with
education among speakers of English as a second language
suggests that the use of English and literacy go hand in
hand 1in South Africa. So it may be inferred that theatre
goers in Johannesburg are all to some degree members of
a 1literate culture, characterised by some degree of
competence 1in the reading of English. While theatre
performance in South Africa demonstrates strongly the
features of orality described by Ong (1982), the
reception of such orality is mediated by an audience and
performers conditioned by literacy in English.

The implications of Ong’s orality-~literacy analysis for
a study of a South African audience are difficult to
assess. For 1if, as seems likely, Johannesburg audiences
are by and large literate, urban and English speaking,
orality and literacy must be set within a complex of
other factors, some of which may be specific to
Johannesburg, some to post-colonial African societies
and some to cultures still living “the trauma of early
literacy” (p. 15). Added to this, apartheid policies
have their effects in the indigenous English drama of
urban South Africa - in the subject matter of the plays,
the composition of the audiences and the incorporation
of traditional African orality into a dominant European
cultural tradition. Regarding the effect on a white,
English-speaking member of a Johannesburg audience at,
for example, the Market Theatre, it may be possible to
posit that he 1is currerntly attempting +to move in an
opposite direction from those Africans engaged in moving
from early to established literacy. There are indicat-
ions that the WESSA may be beginning to seek consciously
for ways of re-engaging his orality and that his expo-
sure to indigenous drama in English is providing a means
to do this. This search may be identified in its crudest
form by the admiration and often wuncritical acclaim
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accorded by the VWESSA to what he describes as ~authen-
tic” contemporary African experience that plays are
claimed to contain. At an academic level it may be
evidenced by the wupsurge of interest 1in orality and
local oral cultures whose traditions are still
accessible for study. If as de Kerckhove claims,
“African drama and 1literature are rent with themes of
dislocation and destruction” (p. 15) as Africans find
themselves increasingly separated from their traditional
oral cultures with the advent of literacy, it may be
equally true that Europeans in Africa are responding to
the growing sense of value attached to orality by
seeking vicariously to recover their own oral past
(which 1is virtually irrecoverable) through the more
recent oral past of other local cultures. Where literacy
may be historically “new” for many urban Africans and
orality still recoverable by family history, as well as
through the continued illiteracy of many rural Africans,
for +the WESSA, orality lies too many generations back to
be directly recoverable. Literacy is too deeply ingrain-
ed 1in the cognitive processes to make 1its recovery
anything but a slow, vague apprehension of what has been
lost. Certainly the VWESSA“s tendency to nostalgia 1is no
longer served by recollections of his recent colonial
history (4).

The VWVESSA"s participation 1in colonial and linguistic
domination, with 1its resulting elitism, has turned
against the colonisers. The WESSA finds himself now no
longer the sole owner of English; at the same time the
history ofy oppression‘ which his 1language carries,
effectively excludes him from access to other language
cultures, and particularly to the oral-based cultures
which were the subjects of English”s cultural oppres-
sion. The high status accorded to English 1in South
Africa and the success with which it has been promul-
gated as the language of international contact, of
commerce, and of WVestern culture,' has effectively
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trapped native English speakers in South Africa 1in
their own language at +the same time as it has removed
their proprietary rights to it.

Within the 1linguistic history of English, written forms
have come to dominate spoken forms. Until the advent of
visual mass media such as film and television, written
and particularly printed forms of English supplied the
major means of social communication among differentiated
groups of English speakers. Distinctions of class and
geography with their accompanying variations in spoken
English, could be overcome through standardised written
forms of English.

But while this may have been the case for native
speakers of English, it has not been so for users of
English as a second language in South Africa. Because of
their more 1limited competence in written English, there
is a more marked difference between spoken and written
forms of English in their usage, with a greater reliance
on spoken forms. Innovative forms of spoken English are
more likely to emerge from second language English users
in South Africa than from WESSAs. This is partly because
for second 1language English speakers, spoken English
competes with alternative expression in other languages.
For the VWESSA, spoken English is likely to be the only
form, or one of only a few, because of English’s
cultural dominance in South Africa.

This suggests that the development of English in South
Africa - new idioms and the modification of spoken
English - occurs largely as a result of pressures\
exerted on English by other vernacular languages. The
WESSA thus cannot contribute significantly to the
development of “his” language and appears to exert a
conservative influence on English in South Africa
because he 1is conditioned strongly by his language’s
cultural conquest (5).
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Vithin that cultural dominance, too, he is constrained
by his 1literate competence in English, which makes
English“s orality subject to 1literate cognition. It
seems to be the case that the greater the WESSA“s compe-
tence in English (which will be measured predominantly
by his 1literate competence) the greater the degree of
his 1isolation from the orality of his own language and
from the orality of the other available cultures that
still have access to their oral histories.

It can be inferred from this that the performance of
indigenous plays 1in English 1in South Africa has a
special significance for the WESSA in that these plays
fulfil a function for him that they do not for other
language communities. In a sense they provide a means of
learning his own language”s orality and/or countering
the pressure of written English as a criterion for his
language usage. It is clear from the popularity of plays
such as Paul Slabolepszy s Saturday Night at the Palace
(1985) and Making 1like America (unpublished) that the
VESSA delights in identifying himself with a WESSA image
.that stresses a vernacular English usage that 1s largely
independent of traditional 1literate English. Marius
Weyers®™ success 1n the role of Cowboy in Making like

America for example, may be attributed to his identity
as a bilingual Afrikaner as well as to the character-s
verbal facility which was 1independent of his literate
ablility.

Equally, the continuing success of plays 1n English by
Black writers and performers - such as Woza Albert (Mtwa
et\ al, 1983) and Bopha {(unpublished)-=suggests that the

VESSA 1is extending his tentative move towards accepting

greater orality 1in English towards a genuine curiosity
about other cultures. English thus provides him with a
means of registering orality more generally. It also
allows him +to register and respond to the changes in
oral English that are occurring, and thus goes some way
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towards discovering and participating in the development
of his own language. An analysis of the effects on the
WVESSA of English usage by African languages speakers is
offered elsewhere, for it 1is a complex matter. RBut it
can be asserted here that evidence of audience atten-
dance at theatres 1in Johannesburg points to a strong
WESSA presence. His presence 1s proportionally most
marked at productions of Ttraditional® English plays
such as Charley’s Aunt. These are not however within the

scope o0f this dissertation. While he is proportionally
less evident at indigenous plays, the 1increasing
popularity of such plays and their venues suggests
that numerically he may well be represented there more
strongly. Though figures are not available, 1t is likely
that at theatres such as the Market, the WESSAs are
still the predominant group among the audiences. This
can be argued on the basis of the cultural predisposit-
ion the WESSA has inherited from his cultural history to
regard theatre-going as a middle class, urban lelsure
activity.



88

NOTES TO CHAPTER 3: ENGLISH IN RELATION TO WESSAS

ct. for example the proceedings of the Silver
Jubilee Conference (EASA, 1988).

Information for +this section is derived from Lanhamnm
and MacDonald (1979); Callinicos (1982; 1987); wvan
Onselen (1982); Omer-Cooper (1987); NECC (1987);
Cape Action League (1987).

For example, Steve Biko saw the predominance of
English 1in education as helping “in the development
of an inferiority complex <(in the black man)”. For
him the need for a common language among ALSs
outweighed other considerations. In spite of
English”s negative psychological and sociological
effects on Black Consciousness aspirations, he
concluded ~I am not complaining about the language”
(Arnold, Millard V., Steve Biko: No Fears Expressed,
p- 102>,

The Fantastical History of a Useless Man {(Junction

Avenue Theatre Company, 1978) .demonstrates the
unhelpfulness of VESSA history in the contemporary
WESSA“s search for identity.

cf. for eg. the aims of the English Academy of
Southern Africa. Appendix C.
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CHAPTER 4: SOUTH AFRICAN WESSA DRAMA

Of all the young contemporary VESSA playwrights Paul
Slabolepszy 1is probably the wmost prolific (1>. As one

newspaper reviewer (Dean, 1987) asserts

Six full length plays in less than ten years,
plus a couple of one-acters, and two more for
television put Slabolepszy in +the ranks of
the serious dramatist.

His plays are pogpular as well as commercially successful
and Saturday Night at the Palace (SNAP)> has won a number

of awards (2)>. It has also been performed ocutside South
Africa and attracted some <critical attention at the
Edinburgh Festival, in London, Germany and Sweden (3).
An analysis of his work 1is valuable 1in identifying
current VESSA perceptions of themselves and their
relationship to a communal South African identity.

The dramatic worlds Slabolepszy constructs in his plays
within a genre of social realism implicitly enact the
socio—-political, economic and cultural perceptions of a
very particular stratum of WESSA consciousness. Equally
audience reception of his productions which have been
presented at the Market Theatre suggests that
Slabolepszy s perceptions are shared by the theatre
going WESSA public.
\

In the following analysis of SNAP 1 propose focusing on
the ways in which the dramatic dialogue presents
evidence of entrapment in isolation for the VWESSA
dramatic characters. I shall argue that the effects of
apartheid on VESSA ideology are present in the dramatic
world and that the play accurately reflects WESSA
ideoclogy 1in 1its reproduction of the practices of this
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ideology of dominance,. I shall further argue that the
isolation that +the dramatic WESSA representatives both

suffer from and continue to support, arises from an
ideology which asserts a traditional, conservative,
monolithic value system in an attempt to resist

encroachments on WESSA dominance and privilege.

Slabolepszy’s plays bhave an important cultural function
in that they accurately render the unease and conflicts
within the whole WESSA group. Class divisions as well as
the wider race consciousness that operate on the WESSA
appear to play a part in making it difficult for the
WESSA to identify himself unambiguously. And the ambival-
ence with which <c¢lass and race categories overlap and
contest for supremacy are evident in these plays. So my
analysis 1is 1less concerned with dramatic and theatrical
aesthetics than it 1s with the cultural function of this
play as a source of contemporary cultural material that
assists in 1identifying WESSA perceptions of actual
conditions as they are experienced by him.

Slabolepszy claims not to be interested 1in politics
(interview, 1986). But this disclaimer is not supported
by the dramatic genre in which he works. His dramatic
world 1is populated by characters whose attitudes and
actions arise from the particular political conditions
that exist in South Africa and the pressures on them are
at least as political as they are economic or cultural.
While the plays do not deal with overtly political sub-
Jects they do register the effects of political ideology
and the hegemonic infiltration of dominant ideology into
the social exchanges that occur in the plays.

It seems that what Slabolepszy”™s disclaimer implies is
an evasion of consciously examining his own ideological
stance; and 1in this I believe he does represent WESSA
ideology in action and so speaks in his plays for those
WVESSAs that attend bhis plays with such enthusiasm. His
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skills as a playwright enable bhim to articulate very
precisely the wunconscious assumptions on which WESSA
perceptions. are Dbuilt. It must thus be the work of the
researcher to draw out from the dramatic material those
implicit assumptions that playwright and audience share.

For Slabolepszy is not, I think, wrong when he claims:

I know the people. [ write about them. I am
one of them. ! know their voice. (Interview,

1986).

The concept of ~the people” here 1is not as problematic
as it superficially appears. The constraints of
separation 1in South Africa limit self identification to
particularly narrow and specific areas, which are
demarcated often in conflicting ways, by race, class and
geographic location as well as language. Thus, though
one can talk of “the people” 1in South Africa,
definitions of the term are likely to be extremely

circumscribed. In Slabolepszy’s case, reference to his
personal history helps to clarify whose voice he
represents.

~1 grew up 1in the Platteland. The Northern Transvaal~
he told me (Interview, 1986>. Born in Bolton he came to
South Africa at the age of three. "He grew up in small
towns on the Platteland, matriculating in Pietersburg~
(programme notes, 1988). He graduated with a B.A. degree
from the University of Cape Town in 1971. Within the
parameters of first 1language South African English
speakers, his exposure \tb rural as well as urban con-
ditions, his geographical shifts between Cape Town and
(currently) Johannesburg and his educational background,
make his social profile as wide perhaps as it is
possible to be within South African political race and
language divisions. It may be with some justification
that he presents himself as the voice of a generic VESSA
which includes more specific class divisions.
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But this predominant ideological consciousness 1is, 1
shall argue, that of the educated urban middle class
WESSA. For 1in spite of his presentation of characters of
socio—economically lower <class, the perspective from
which they are viewed is arguably ideologically that of
the educated, urban middle class WESSA, which distances
itself from the artisan and working classes that might
otherwise be included 1in the racial and 1language
categories of WESSA.

SATURDAY NIGHT AT THE PALACE

SNAP was first performed Upstairs at the Market Theatre
on the 6 May, 1982. It has subsequently been performned

at the 0ld Vic 1in London as well as in Sweden and
Germany. The text was published 1in 1985 and has been
translated 1into German <(under the title Aikona Boss).

More recently the play has been adapted into a film. In
1981 Paul Slabolepszy won the Amstel Playwright of the
Year award for the script.

.Briefly, the plot concerns the arrival of two men, Vince
and Forsie, at a roadhouse, Rocco”s Burger Palace, where
the third man, a Zulu referred to as September, 1is
clearing up preparatory to leaving work. It is late at
night and September is due to go home the following day
to his family for his annual holiday. Vince and Forsie,
described as “youths, both 1n their late twenties”,
vandalise the roadhouse and terrorise September. The
play ends with September handcuffed to Forsie”s motor
bike, Vince dead of a stab wound from a screwdriver and
Forsie running away in panic from the scene saying "I "'m
not to blame”. According to Slabolepszy (interview,
1986> the source of the plot was a short newspaper
account of an actuval incident similar +to this. The
dramatic focus of the play however, lies in the shifting

relationships that occur among the three characters and
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the evidence that emerges 1in this encounter of the

personal histories of each.

The play thus has a strongly biographical style: in
performance it combines elements of melodrama within a
genre of social realism. The simmering violence that
flares up at the climax is dramatically contained by the
presentation of the characters as representative types.
Evidence of their respective socio-economic positions is
offered to account for the conflicts that provide the
key dramatic actions. All the characters are presented
as 1Iin some way discriminated against by the dominant
norms of South African society: September by his racial
category, Vince by his Tpersonal” rejection of then,
Forsie by his lack of education. The play thus provides
much evidence of current WESSA perceptions of what con-
stitutes these norms and an analysis of it can usefully
serve to exemplify WESSA perceptions of relationships
between themselves and other South Africans 1in the
prevailing socio-politicl conditions 1n wurban South
Africa.

The strong emphasis on personal biography in the play
makes a methodology used by contemporary popular
historians <(Callinicos, 1987) appropriate to a study of
it. For similarities between this genre of play and the
recavery and presentation of popular history make the
differences between the fictive aspects of drama and the
factual aspects of history 1less important within the
cultural context of both as carriers of contemporary
consciousness | of the specific conditions emerging from
the dominant discourses of politics, sociology and

econonmics.

In a paper giving an account of the Popular History Day
at Wits, Callinicos (1987) identifies in popular history

the need for
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a continual traffic Dbetween experience and
theory, a need to both explore subjective
experiences and locate them firmly in the larger
objective social forces (p. 62)

In this way, she asserts

different and contradictory popular traditions

energe, influenced not least by the extent to
which an hegemony has been imposed or absorbed
by members of a community. ... Testimonies are
not simple and accurate records of the past -
they invariably relate, more or 1less, to the
dominant discourses and are not apart from them
(p. 627.

Popular history and theatre productions may thus be
approached 1in a similar way because of the common
material they share. Callinicos sees

personal testimony and oral history ... the
use of songs, poems, sayings, photographs and
other «cultural manifestations (as) central in
a popular presentation (p. 56).

The presentation of a play is thus a “cultural manifest-
ation” 1in that it is a theatrical cultural event; at the
same time the dramatic world it constructs is a manifest-
ation of a conscious attempt to order and articulate
coherently the playwright’s specific understanding of
the ~larger objective social forces”. Where the success
of a particular production may be measured by atten-
dance, length of run and so on, this may in turn imply
its popularity among a particular section of the
population; and such popularity sugsests that the play
does represent commonly shared perceptions among that
group. The production of SNAP, through 1ts dramatic
language and theatrical action, promotes perceptions of
the dominant ideology as stable, historically inevitable
and unchangeable. It presents contemporary socio-
economic conditions as subject to historical causality
and 1implies that both WESSAs and Black South Africans
experience these conditions from a position of power-
lessness. Further I shall argue that Slabolepszy’s
ideological stance 1s shared by his audiences and is
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common to most middle class WESSAs. Thus the present-
ation of the play may be viewed as a cultural tool of
the English-speaking dominant class for consumption
primarily by that class.

VESSA IDEQLOGY IN THE PLAY

Politically the 1ideology enacted 1is one of 1liberal
conservatism. The language in which this ideology is
inscribed, particularly Vince’s, appears to distantiate
the audience from the character because of its deliber-
ate deviance from “standard®™ middle class English as
used by educated middle class VESSAs; yet this division
between character and audience 1s outweighed by the
ideological consensus that exists between playwright and
audience. In a sense Vince functions as a scapegoat for
the collective conscilousness of the play”s audiences;
his dramatic appeal lies precisely in the way in which
he can be enjoyed for his theatricality and rejected for
his deviance from acceptable norms of behaviour and
expression. He becomes the wayward relative over whonm
the family sorrowfully shakes 1its collective head

because he ~“should know better~”.

Where he “breaks the rules” of the WESSA family and must
be Jjudged accordingly, September engages our collective
sympathy as an ~“outsider” who knows the rules and whose
behaviour invites his acceptance into the family. He is
“sinned against” by Vince,. and the family must make
reparhtions to him on behalf of one of its members, who
though wayward, nevertheless 1s “one of us”.Audlences
may reflect that 1incidents 1like this must never be
allowed to happen again, but essentially the rules
thenselves go unchallenged. How to make them work
appears to be more at issue than questions as to whether
they should be the rules. This is the politics of reform
rather than those of change.



In the following analysis of the language of the play, I
shall be investigating the ways in which specific usage
by each character reinforces the notions of a collect-
ively shared ideological position among its audiences;
and the ways 1in which the language simultaneously
exonerates audiences from guilty complicity in Vince- s
actions and invites audiences to identify with him.

Ideological Distance in the Language of the Play

Slabolepszy 1invites his audiences to contemplate the
consequences of the 1ideological clashes that occur
principally between Vince and September. There is an
inversion of the customary Scuth African myths
associated with race and class.4 September’s racial
categorisation 1is contradicted by bhis class ideology.
His Dbehaviour is inscribed with the values of the middle
class: he works as a responsible employee fpr wages; he
supports a young family and provides them with such
material benefits as his wages allow; he is polite in
the face of extreme provocation; he values the trust of
his employer and the stability of his work and accepts
his family responsibilities. Within the constraints of a
disadvantaging system his 1illegal acquisition of dagga
provides evidence of entrepreneurial skill and his
aspirations are tied to the system as it operates. He is
moving slowly up the socio~economic 1ladder. From
“Delivery Boy of the Month - August 1978° at Europa he

has moved to the roadhouse pecause

|

The money” s better ... Europa - full of
troubles. You ask for more money. They say
voetsek with your wunions. Vhat do you want
more money for? So - I come work here in the
roadhouse. But the boss here - is very good
to me. Every year he gives me a holiday
(p. 25).

September sees paternalism as a better system than that
offered by organised labour-management relations;
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individual responsibility as more desirable than
collective struggle. Although he bhasn”“t seen his wife
for two years and his position within the system is
precarious because of discriminative racial practices,

he nevertheless accepts these practices which deny him

the use o0f his real name. He 1is proud of his status as-

“a good boss-boy~. His dependence on unofficial relation-
ships and material exchanges (bargaining for Forsie~’s
motorbike and his employer”s ~“goodness”, for example) to
alleviate the effects of legislated disadvantage on himn,
points to a profoundly internalised hegemonic influence
of middle class 1deology.

Linguistically bhis separation of areas of ~“personal”
attitude and social expression between 2Zulu for the
former and English for the latter, supports the
hegemonic effects that can be seen in his actions, (and
incidentally protects an English monolingual audience
from direct exposure to the emotional intensity of
utterances such as T“sesil pheli isikhathi semo zinja za
bathkathi nelibambe 1lingashone”™ - Your time is up, you
dogs of witches. The writing”s on the wall) (p. 47). The
English he speaks 1s marked as that of a second language
speaker only by the simplification of verbal tenses.
There 1is 1little mixing and he disapproves of Forsie’s

use of fanagalo

Forsie: Muche stellek
September: (frowning) Hau, that”s not Zulu.
(p. 23>

In contrast to Vince”s language there is little idio-
matic or vernacular colouring in September’s dialogue:
Despite the simplifications, his English is standardised
more markedly. In performance, of course, phonetic
variation does add greater difference, but grammatically
September”“s wuse of “correct” (ie. literate) construction
is more frequent than either Vince” s or Forsie’s. Where
Forsie”s, for example, consistently demonstrates the

influence of Afrikaans grammatical order and tense,
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September”s 1s more “neutral” for a WESSA, as for eg:

Vince: And you boss-boy?

September: That”s correct. _

Vince: (to Forsie) Amazing. Give them a tie and
a kierie and all of a sudden 1fé
boss—-boy.

Forsie: Were you born in September?

September: My boss?

Forsie: Vhy you called September?

September: September 1s my namne.

Vince: Tell me September. You like being
boss-boy?

September: 1 like it very much.

Vince: You a good boss-boy?
September: I"m good. Very good. (p. 46>
Here both Vince and Forsie use abbreviated verbs

rendering a kind of pidgin English. This may be read as
patronising 1in Vince”s case; 1n Forsie” s it is perhaps
an effect of his own difficulties with English verbs;
but September replies with expanded verb forms (not, as
might be expected, “September my name”, 1f his language
use depends on the models Vince and Forsie provide).
These subtle indicators are less significant as
dramatically consistent character markers, than they are
significant of the 1ideological pressure 1in the play to
incorporate September 1into the norms of SAE and its
ideological norms. September”s language patterns make
him “more 1like wus” for a VWESSA audience and Vince
correspondingly “less 1like us”. |So through exchanges
such as this September becomes associated with middle
class concepts of “decency” and “humanity” and all the
other values that underpin liberal humanism.

i
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Ideological Representativeness in the Play

Vince +then becomes the articulator of the obverse side

of the 1ideological coin: he 1s not “decent”; he 1is
deeply Tanti-social”. But he does not represent an
alternative set of values. He stands as the negative

version of the same values that September so positively
represents. [t 1s not that Vince denies the importance
of the values that September exemplifies. He simply
rejects them where September accepts them. But both
recognise them as operating potently as the conditions
imposed. VWhere September seeks to fulfil his aspirations
within these conditions, Vince +tries to enact his
aspirations 1in spite of them. He exempts himself from
the rules, yet demands that everyone else sustain them.
He would “rather keep <(his) dignity. Stay unemployed”
than ~do kaffirs® work ... (and) do it with them”™ (p.
50). His jJustification for the rules of the status quo
is that of historical determinismn:

[t"s thanks to us they got a job in the

first ©place. I mean, who found the mines,
hey? Ve did. (Shouting for September”s
benefit> We found the ‘bloody mines!! (To

Forsie) [f we didn"t find the mines they’s
still be hanging from the trees.
(p. 50-51)

Vince recognises the power vested 1in the social and
legislative rules. For him 1t 1s precisely the rules
that provide him with the freedom to flout the rules.
Modifications to the rules erode his personal freedom;
for by definition the rules protect him because he 1is
white. Extending this protection to others like
September, who can pursue theilr aspirations success-—
fully by the rules, exposes the artificial antagonism
Vince has created between himself and his society. Vince
must fight +to maintain the status quo which privileges
him. His strongly racist attitudes and utterances mask a
real fear that without the rules to protect him he will
have to attribute his failure +to secure respect to

oo™
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personal incapaclity. Beneath his apparent defiance of
the social norms of middle class WESSA behaviour, his
adherence to the ideological base for the rules

governing this behaviour remains intact. Concepts of the
unique 1individual, - of personal merit unrelated to
social conditioning - and of capitalism as a system that-
rewards admired characteristics of personality (such as

competitiveness), are deeply imprinted on his thinking.

I’ m not going to spend the rest of my life
messing around with nobodies (p. 54>

he declares, yet in defending himself against becoming a
nobody, by referring to the rules, he has to face the
very real possibility that the rules may prove him a

nobody.
My o0ld man said it and he”"s bloody right; the
day you let a kaffir get the better of you
that“s the end. You finish. There”s no going
back. (p. 50

His mythical heroes, drawn from international soccer

(Georgie Best, Bobbie Charlton, Pele) mirror his belief
in the dominant ideological myths (4> of the practices
he professes to deride. Like Forsie”s film hero, Clint
Eastwood, they encompass the notions of privilege and

reward for personal charisma and “natural” skills.

None of the characters 1in SNAP contests the hegemonic
control of dominant WESSA 1deology. Vince provides a
genuine “anti-hero” for the WESSA. Identification with
him at an ideological 1level ensures that even while
judging him, an audience may ~“understand” him. Nor does
September provide an alternative hero for the play: he
is a victim of unfortunate circumstance insofar as the
dominant 1ideology provides the circumstances. But his
submission to and belief in the practices that enact
this 1declogy ensure his sympathetic reception by WESSA

audiences.
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But the 1ideological identification an audience may make
with him are tempered by the racial aspects of the
dominant ideology, which operate 1in practice far more
overtly, At best, then, the racial divisions make him an
approximation of the 1ideal WESSA mythical +type -
something of an “honorary VWESSA”, in the way in whicﬁ
Japanese were legislated as “honorary Whites” during the
1960s.

The property he tries to defend against Vince and Forsie
is not his; 1t 1s entrusted to his care by his white
employer. That he does +try to defend 1t with such
determination 1s a source of admiration for an audience
that values property as a sign of material status, and
includes fidelity among 1its list of virtues. But because
September”s actions are done on behalf of his white
employer, the naturalising of conditions that exist
cannot be fully accomplished. He remains ocutside the
racially protected category of Towner of Dbusiness

premises in a proclaimed white area~.

The anomalies of the dominant ideology and 1its
categories are evident in the anomalies of September”s
dramatic situation. An audience can provisionally
release him from the racial categories that apply
outside the theatre for the purposes of the drama. They
can vicariously identify with his defence of property;
yet at the same time they have to recognise they are
making an exception. He gains “personal” heroic quali-
ties.l yet loses dramatic authenticity. The qualities of
courage, patience and contrdl that he exhibits make him
a worthy hero; but the conditions in which these are
demonstrated must be acknowledged as either dramatically
implausible, or an indication of his profound entrapment
by VWESSA dominance. In the context of the end of the
play, where he 1s physically powerless, the latter 1s
more probable. It 1s only in defending an ideology which
actively works against him - ~[ help you, boss ... [711




tell them what happened, boss”™ (pp. 73-74)-— that
September begins to understand the racial exclusions
which underpin the whole system. When Forsie desperately
tries to save himself, he resorts to the most fundament-
al assumptions of racial difference that the ideology
sustains, that of the racial superiority of white over
black. “They won”t 1listen to (you)>. They won”t believe
you, man” (p. 75).

WESSA Audiences and the Ideology of the Play

WVESSA audiences have been shocked by the ending; the
sense of Dbetrayal they have registered is profoundly to
do with recognising in the dramatic denouement that the
racial divisions they deplore so articulately are embed-
ded in the ideoclogy they uphold. Dramatically, the shock
they encounter at the end of the play is one of recog-
nition rather than one that triggers transformation.
Their putative vicarious hero cannot emerge the moral
victor precisely because he 1s black. The power of the
white man is unchallenged and unchallengeable; the worst
white man still holds greater power than the best black
man. The black man can finally never be “one of us”.
VESSA middle class morality is intact; but the price is
the sacrifice of +the one character who, if it were not
for the genetic difference of a black skin, might have
become a symbol of the triumph of universal liberal
values and thus most truly representative of “South
African” as the WESSA perceives it.

This exposure of the overlap in South Africa of race and
class distinctions finds no resolution 1in SNAP. Like
September a WESSA audience is impotent at the end of the
play, <caught Dbetween vindicating the “truth” of WESSA
ideology and appalled at its self destructiveness. As in
Making Like America (MLA)>, SNAP ends in a fade to black
while “September stares blankly 1into the growing




darkness” <(p. 75)>. There is an unresolved deadlock that
freezes the moment. The present remains fixed and the
future 1s dark. The universality of liberal values is
tainted by the facts of South African racist practices.
Actual conditions inescapably impose on the democratic
beliefs that WESSAs cherish and have promoted so success-
fully.

But Slabolepszy does seem to provide an escape from the
impasse for his audiences. Either they can accept their
guilt by complicity through identifying with Vince and
Forsie on racial grounds;‘ or they can reject such
identification on the grounds that there are class
distinctions that separate them from Vince”s and

Forsie”s representativeness as WESSAs.

Slabolepszy seems to favour the second option in his
presentation of the 1limited choices 1in the play. For
there 1s 1implicit in +the language of the play an
assumption that the dramatic world is unfamiliar to its
audiences. In the published text, for instance, there is
a glossary of terms which explains the vocabulary of the
dramatic sociolect used by Vince and Forsie. These terns
are derived from popular South African mixed language
usage, many of them borrowed from Afrikaans, and
associated with white working class fringe groups, such
as the petty criminal group. Clearly the published text
is aimed at a non-South African readership, for words
such as “braai”, ~dagga”, ~knobkierie® and ~KwaZulu® are
inclvided which are in general SAE nusage and will be
heard readily in stat$ broadcasting.

In the performed play, however, the linguistic and visual
elements function more ambivalently. An audience is led
to recognise familiar signs of “South Africanness” at
the same time as itfairected to distantiate itself from
them. For instance, in the detailed stage directions at

the beginning of the script the “usual menu and tariff
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lists” are referred to, as is the “mindless roadhouse
music” (my emphasis) <(p. 9). September begins the
dialogue with a telephone conversation that immediately
establishes the race and class conjunction that ensures

his role is subservient

Hallc my boss ... Yes my boss ... No my boss
Thank you my boss (p. 10>

Immediately after the establishing of racial and class
separations as the norm, cultural and language differ-
ences are emphasised when September substitutes “Bantu
music” for the "mindless roadhouse music” commenting, in
Zulu, “They kill us with cowboy music” (p. 10).

According to Venables (1982) this familiarity made the
production

a disturbing play for South African audiences
~ 1ts characters and situations are all too
recognisable as a metaphor for our society.

Another reviewer, Barrie Hough (1982) described it in
Die Beeld as

The kind of work one could present with pride
overseas because it contains the best of what
South African theatre has to offer
totally South African in every sense.

Like Slabolepszy”s, the particular race, class and 1deo-
logical position of these reviewers 1s generalised -~ 1if
not universalised, at least a1ationalised - so that a
class-specific consciousness ' 1is assumed to be represen-
tative of all South Africans regardless of differences
in perception that shifts of perspective among these
parameters entail. The play and its reviewers confirm
each other because their perspectives are similar. Hence
for them South Afrjca is reflected truthfully because
their perceptions are reflected 1in the play. For both
reviewers the wuniversalising tendency 1leads them to
identify closely with the characters and action with the
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the
result that gee the performance as an exercise in mea
culpa - this 1s what we are like, this is what we do.
The London Financial Times critic <(Young, 1984> also

(more understandably) assumes the play to present
general South African conditions and sees the production

as a public confession:

If 1t is the Market Theatre”s aim to show how
horrible South African 1life 1is, they have
succeeded admirably,

he comments. Again there 1is an assumption that ~South
African 1life” can be determined by the consciousness of
one fragment in a highly fragmented society. Responses
such as these that perceive the world of the play as
“disturbing” or “horrible” accurately reflect the
effects of a class ideology. In this they are represent-
ative of WESSA audience response.

A marked feature of audience response at performances of

SNAP and other South African plays such as Sophiatown or

Asinamali and the updated version of No Good Friday is

the range of responses that such plays evoke in audience
menmbers of different classes and racial categories.
Vhere white audiences tend to be quiet during scenes of
violence or during racial confrontations, black
audiences will respond with noisy delight. A number of
white drama students have found this disturbing and have
sald "How can they laugh when it"s so awful?” With no
reseérch evidence 1t 1s difficult to answer; but the
point 1is that middle class white experience doe< not
repregsent a “totally South African” experience of the
general conditions that apply in South Africa, any more
than Afrikaans language plays can claim to be represent-
atively South African.

The widespread use of English to express the experiences
of a wide range of class and race groups tends to
encourage the assumption that any South African play in
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English 1is more representative of South Africa, because
of the assumption that language and ideology are inter-
changeable concepts. This 1s patently unsound. While
English 1in South Africa is closely associated with the
hegenmonic spread of English 1ideology, the multiple
functions of English 1in almost all racially and class
defined groups 1n South Africa precludes the kind of
unanimity of 1ideological assumptions that middle class
WESSAs make.

Dramatic Stereotypes and WESSA Ideology

Vhen Slabolepszy describes himself as representative of
“the people” this has to be 1interpreted within the
particular context of South Africa’s racial and class
divisions. He does not speak for all South Africans; nor
is bhis 1ideology a national ocone; though it may well be a
dominant one. (Dominance 1in South Africa refers to the
control exerted by a numerically minor group, which is
further divided by language affiliations). For
Slabolepszy, then, and the people he does represent, the
norms appear to have emerged from a historically deter-
mined set of conditions: In the world of SNAP divisions
of race, class and education pre-exist the present and,
he 1implies, are natural phenomena. His characters can
only respond to these 1in various (usually unpleasant)
modes of behaviour. And the forms of response are seen
as characteristic responses to the “natural” laws of
race and class. So Forsie”s attempts to learn Zulu and
perform a gumboot dance are as typical as Vinc?'s belief
in his father"s dictum that

the day you 1let a kaffir get the better of
you that”“s the end. (p. 50>

Equally typical and therefore “understandable” 1is
September’s fear of state reprisal should he come to
official attention:
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Boss [“ve got no permit. No papers. [ lose my
Job. They send me back home. (p. 65)

The naturalising and generalising of racial and class
stereotypes that occurs in the play functions as a cata-
lyst to confirm the fixity of the ideological categories

these typical characters represent.

Racial difference 1is a significant “fact” in the play
and violent inter-racial differences can be dealt with

only by careful standardising of the manner of these

contacts. Vince and Forsie offend because they deny the
(WESSA) model of Tcorrect” behaviour in their inter-
racilal contact. This model presupposes politeness,

restraint and social distance among strangers. For the
WESSA audiences denying this model will allow them to
synpathise with Vince and Forsie; sustaining the model
means they must condemn their representatives. This
produces a fundamental ambivalence 1in +the play; for
Vince”s dramatic flamboyance and Forsie”s naivete make
them eminently appealing as individual characters. Yet
the model of “correct” behaviour that September provides
provokes‘ moral outrage at his treatment. There is a
conflict 1in the dramatic function of these characters
here: between their symbolic representativeness as

stereotypes and their presentation as socially real

individuvals. To resolve the dilemma an audience can make
only one of two choices: accept the stereotypes as
“true”, 1n which case dramatic distancing occurs and

questions of ideological principle provide the “meaning”
of the ©play; or deny the stereotypical in favour of
sustaining the framework of social realism, 1in which
case the play represents an “unfortunate” incident which
does not reflect general standards of middle class WESSA
behaviour. This option allows the audience to dissocilate
itself from the characters and escape into vicarious
enjoyment of the peepshow variety. Neither choice is
satisfactory. The first asserts the +truth of fixed
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stereotypes and cushions an audience from the effects of
Vince and Forsie’s dramatic characterisation. The second
diminishes the significance of the action, by making it
an 1isolated incident, unrelated to other dramas or to
real questions about the ways in which such incidents

result from actuwal conditions in South Africa.

Neither choice involves examining the pre-existing
ideological categories that produce these notions of
difference. Moral judgements become a personal affair
for each member of the audience. It becomes a matter of
confirming or denying the 1ideclogical “truth” you
already know, rather than probing +the unarticulated
assumptions on which middle class ideology rests. Hence
there 1is an emphasis in most of the critical reviews on
the emotional impact of the play as drama, rather than
its cultural significance as an expression of the
consciousness of a particular section of South African

society.

Because playwright and most audiences shared similar
ideological perspectives, what precisely these might be
went unremarked and audiences were able to frame the
dramatic experience within the narrow margins of
perscnal morality. Reviews commented almost exclusively
on Vince” s “intense pain” and contrasted this with his
“vicious revenge” (Hough, 1982); September”s ~quiet
suffering” and his “courage and dignity of a proud man
in a hopeless and humiliating situation” and on Forsie’s
“childlike nature and murderous anger'(Venables, 1982).,
Venables particularly focused almost exclusively on the
emotional appeal at the expense of connecting this to
actual conditions as he experiences them. He saw the

play as

contrasting elements of pain and laughter,
violence and pathos ... so that the audience
rides a sort of emotional roller coaster.
(Venables, 1982)
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These views unconsciously enact WESSA ideology as it
applies to concepts of drama. Underlying assumptions of
separateness dislocate theatrical performance from other
cultural forms of experience. Drama seems to function
autonomously, and serves 1its society as a safety valve
for emotional release, 1in the Aristotelian sense of
catharsis. Drama does not seem to contribute to “real
life” 1in any Dbut the most marginal way. The production
of SNAP 1in 1its confirming ideological aspects can be
said to close the ideological circle around the theatre-
going WESSA and to promote his isolation in a safe and
exclusive position in his society by affirming the
stability of the artificially constructed framework of
his society and sustaining the dominant discourse that
produces mythical stereotypes such as Vince, Forsie and
September.

FEATURES OF LANGUAGE AND SOCIAL TYPING

The social typing of the characters in SNAP is achieved
primarily through specific 1language features 1in each

character”s English usage.

Vince” s Language

Vince s register offers the most flamboyant departure
from “~standard” SAE. Features of his language include a
vocabulary derived from Afrikaans (jol, kaalgat); 1950s
tsotsitaal (tjerrie); schoolboy and petty criminal
sociolects (zoll, chaff my china, cossie); as well as
the cliches of Hollywood films (A man“s got his
pride”); ideolectical variations of general platitudes
{1f you want a goose you got to catch them young and
treat them rough. Time and chicks wait for no man,
man”); and conscious inversions of famous utterances

(“one giant swipe for mankind”).
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Vince: You should. It“s a humbling experience
...Not to mention the microchip ... Now
there”s a chip. (p. 37

In the former the weakness of the pun points strongly to
Wes” uneasy attempt at social familiarity with those he
regards as his social superiors. WVith Vince”s play on
words the linguistic game 1s both a 1linguistic and
dramatic non sequitur, used simply to provide an
opportunity to exercise the playwright”s wit. In the
context of ©broad stereotypical performance it would be
acceptable (Tom Stoppard”s farces use this technique
frequently) (5) but yoked so closely to the attempt to
render Vince as a rounded character that occurs immed-
iately prior to this, it has to be seen as evidence of
dramatic uncertainty on the part of the playwright.

The foregrounding of language for 1ts own sake is a
feature of Vince s language 1n SNAP. The control of
register 1is more finely developed as a dramatic device
in MLA. Linguistically Vince 1s perhaps the precursor of
Cowboy: their speech 1s similar 1in 1its reliance on a
wide range of derivative phrases, given slight ideo-
logical particularity. But where Cowboy”“s speech
patterns are picked up and echoed by Ves only when the
potency of the past draws Wes away from his attempt to
make a new future for himself, Vince” s and Forsie’s
utterances are only minimally distinguished from each

other.

\
Features of Forsie s Language Usage

Forsie’s speech seems to be a restricted version of

Vince s. Both are marked fairly consistently by
abbreviated verb forms;
such as

Forsie: I got a job

and So what we going to do?
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Vince: You scheme you a ace with your money?

and So what you okes discuss?

But both can and do use extended grammatically standard

verb forms just as frequently. For example:

Forsie: No, I was Jjust saying Hollywood.
That”s where I would go. (p. 31)

or Are you trying to tell me you didn~ t
do 1t? (p. 42>

Vince: People have ©been whizzing around up
there the last +twenty years. Okes
like you and me, we haven”t even been
overseas. (p. 31D

It 1s difficult to account for the co-existence of both
these forms in Forsie”s and Vince s speech. Dramatically
there seems to be little significance attached to the
use of one or the other, either in terms of character,
or the subject they are discussing. Vhen either speaks
to September, however, they consistently use the pidgin
form, which may indicate their belief in the educational
superiority their white categorisation gives them. This
would find support in September”s angry rejoinder to

Vince:

Vince: Can“t he read?

September: Yes I can read. I can also write. But
even 1f I couldn”t read or write that
doesn“t mean I“m stupid ... You think
because some of our people can”t read
they can”t think. We are not stupid.
(p. 60>

We know that Vince has completed Standard Nine and it is
implied that Forsie”s education has been less than this.
September”s language here 1is much closer to standard
educated English than either Vince” s or Forsie”s, though
the history of his employment as a delivery ~“boy~ does
not preclude the possibility that he is better educated
than they are. Certainly he has not achieved the “bloody
three-piece suit” that Vince takes such exception to
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when 1t @goes with a black face because he feels threat-
ened by blacks who are educationally equipped to get a
better Jjob than he is. The language differences, then,
do not apparently point to educational distinctions
either between Vince and September, or Vince and Forsie.
Indeed the 1latter are only very loosely indicated
through Forsie”s 1ignorance of commonplace information
about Hollywood, the 1landing on the moon and his
speculation that perhaps the Milky Way is visible only
in Durban. But this lack of access to information is not
necessarily seen as a consequence of lack of formal
education, and certainly 1s not exhibited by ignorance
of the rules of grammatical expression. Slabolepszy
seems to have taken dramatic licence to extremes in this
regard. In consequence the stereotype that Forsie

represents is sometimes stretched towards caricature.

In terms of the wuse of vernacular vocabulary there is
the same inconsistency and blurring of dramatic distinct-
iveness between Forsie and Vince. Forsie uses it almost
as much as Vince, as, for example:

Vince, stop gooling strop now, man (p. 36)
and I think she smarks me. (p. 28>
but the choice of slang appears not to be connected to

the subject under discussion.

The absence of 1linguistic significance in the forms of
expression Vince and Forsie use tends to undermine the
individuvality of each character and enhance the
generalising tendency of the stereotypes to the point
where they become two aspects of the same myth, Forsie
assuming a | “tamer” and weaker version of Vince. The
performances in this way turn inwards theatrically,
creating a kind of self-conscious performance within the
theatrical performance. Vince and Forsie perform a kind
of comic double act for themselves as much, if not more,
than for their theatre audience. The audience thus be-

comes a witness at one remove of the linguistic action.
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This may be an effect of +the close friendship and
working partnership of the two actors who played these
parts (Faul Slabolepszy and Bill Flynn), though this is
difficult to assess because there has not yet been a
local production where Vince and Forsie have been played
by other actors. But I think that at least some of the
emotional vitality and spontaneity that was remarked on
by many audience members overflowed into the dialogue to
create this sense that the actors were entertaining each
other within the character relationships. The difference
between the first draft of +the script and the final
published text shows how much collaborative work in
rehearsal modified the original dialogue.

SUMMARY

The dramatic world of SNAP 1is thus sharply differen-
tiated from the “real” world of the WESSA audience
through the creation of a common dramatic sociolect for
the two VWESSA characters. But within the dramatic world
fine discriminations between characters are blunted by
the common register they both use. This, coupled with
conspicuous absences of information in the personal
histories of the characters, increases the generalising
tendencies identified already in the 1declogical
constructions of the play. The dialogue, while largely
successful 1in creating a dramatic register uniquely 1its
own, is not finally dramatically serviceable for sharply
defined dramatic characterisation. This in turn creates
uncertainty 1in audiences as to how to place the dramatic
characters and the theatrical performance in relation to

their own perceptions.

Slabolepszy”s later play Making 1like America demonst-

rates a firmer 1linguistic control which enables 1t to
offer a more cohesive theatrical experience and thus a

more coherent ideological statement. But his most recent
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CHAPTER 4: NOTES

Slabolepszy”s theatre productions to date:
1080: The Defloration of Miles Koekemoer.
1981: Saturday Night at the Palace.
1983: Karoo Grand.
1984: Under the Oaks.
1985: QOver the Hill.
1986: Boo to the Moon.
Making like America.
1988: Travelling Shots.
Television productions: Highrise Cowboy and People
like Us.

AA Vita Award - Most Promising Playwright for
Saturday Night at the Palace, Standard Bank Young
Artist of the Year Award (Grahamstown 1983) for his

contribution to South African Drama; as well as

acting awards. (Programme notes 1986; 1988).

“His plays have been translated into German, Swedish
and Hebrew” Programme notes (PACT 1088).

For an account of how these myths are constructed
and enacted by dominant legislation cf Boonzaier et

al (1988).

cf for eg: Stoppard.

Withenshaw: These Americans, they get in every-
where.

Cocklebury-Smythe: Far ‘too many of them about

McTenzle: Hear, hear! \

Chamberlain: Absolutely!

Withenshaw: (to Maddie): Would you care to take ny
appendix out and pass it round.

(Dirty Linen, p. 312.
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CHAPTER 5: AFRICAN LANGUAGES SPEAKERS IN RELATION TO
ENGLISH

We cannot afford to be uncritically compla-
cent about the role and future of English in
South Africa for there are many reasons why
it cannot be considered an innocent language.
The problems of society will also be the
problems of the predominant language of that
soclety, since it 1s the carrier of a range
of social perceptions, attitudes and goals.
Through it the speakers absorb entrenched
attitudes. (Ndebele, 1986, p. 21)

In tracing the historical relations of African languages
speakers (ALS) to English 1t 1s the association of
English with key institutions and structures of
domination that commands attention rather than the
functional wuse of English 1in 1isolation. That English

was, and 1s, a major second language internationally as
well as locally, is too well documented to require
arguing here. What does seem necessary 1s to trace how

and why English has so successfully dominated other

South African languages.

Historically English“s most potent successes have been
in the spheres of education (through the church)> and
capital - what Marks and Rathbone (1982) described as
~the equally constraining demands of Gold and God’ (p.
33>. Politically English has emerged as a force for
opposition’ and in an ambi&alent sense has provided a
common language for many disaffected South Africans from
different language groups. Culturally its international-
ity has ensured that it meets with little challenge from

! other South African languages. Socially it has impinged
on other cultures to the degree that it has successfully
brought 1ts own standards, conventions and aspirations
to bear on existing social practices.
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But these enpire-building characteristics of English
history 1in South Africa have had constraints upon then
too. It has not been a victory by default. These may be
identified . by considerations of the concepts of race,
class and nation, which in South Africa are inextricably
bound together 1in the <formation of perceptions of
identity. For ALS as with all other groups officiall&
designated through these concepts, the use that has been
and 1s being made of English provides a critical point

of reference.

In this section, then, [ propose to point to some of the
historical effects of English usage in education, com-
merce and 1industry, and political discourse. This is an
enormously complex area, for these are not autonomous
entities. In +the case of Black South Africans, partic-
ularly, as Marks and Rathbone (1982) point out, “the
relationship between the political and the economic, or
most crucially ... the relationship between <class
formation, political consciousness and culture” (p. 7>
is dense with conmplexity because

we know remarkably 1little of what these
dramatic <(historical) events meant for Black
South Africans in terms of the changes
wrought 1in their material conditions, or how
these changes were shaped by, and in turn
reshaped their culture and consclousness
(p. L,

Recorded history 1is largely silent just at those points
which could most pertinently reveal the cultural effects
of political action on those who were dispossessed by
it. It is only recently tﬁat‘the recovery of such infor-
mation as these historical silences blanket, has begun.

In considering such evidence as 1s availlable, 1t 1is
necessary to bear constantly in mind that interpretat-
ions of this material are subject to the cultural and
linguistic as well as historical differences that exist

between the researcher and the experiences he describes.
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Given this proviso, I shall ©be attempting to trace a
connection between the ways in which English has served
various and often contradictory functions in the pro-
cesses o0f education, industrialisation and the political
subordination of Black South Africans through its role
as one o0of the crucial markers of consciocus identity
within the context of racial, class and national para-
‘digms. This 1is 1in no way meant to imply that such an
account 1s any more than highly selective. Its purpose
is to discover some of the historical conditions which
may clarify the attitudes of ALS dramatists to contem-
porary drama in English.

1. EDUCATION AND ENGLISH

English and the Mission Schools

The educational work of the early evangelists and
mission schools marked the beginning of the hegemonic
success with which English radically altered African
perceptions of African culture. Mphahlele (1980>
identifies ‘

events that were conditioning and redefining
the culture of the African people 1in the
nineteenth and early twentieth century

as (among others),

vehement mnissionary evahgelisation and the
establishment of church schools, teacher-
tralining institutions and presses. (p. 3)

The effects of these are exemplified 1in a series of
addresses given by D.D.T. Jabavu at “Native Teachers~”
Conferences” during 1918-1920 <(Jabavu, 1920). Jabavu
continually wurged native teachers to 1live wup to the
demands of “civilisation~” in their codes of behaviour,

dress and intellectual habits.



The native teacher 1s too apt to forget the
important fact that he 1is an agent and
pioneer of civilisation 1in his 1location
(p. 79

b

he declares. And elsewhere:

Worries have to be faced, fought and overcome-
by our teachers if we as an African race are
to attain to the intellectual and moral
requirements of true civilisation. (p. 70)

Or, in another address:

The teacher 1s one who constitutes a con-
necting 1link between the manifold secular
interests of the village and the Church. It
is through the agency of our teachers that
the 1deals of <civilisation and Christianity
are going to be transmitted to our masses at
large. (p. 77)

Jabavu®s addresses vividly enact the cultural collision
that occurred as a result of the combination of English,
education and Christianity within mission schools such
as Lovedale. The three aspects of anglicisation become
almost interchangeable and all produce an ideological
shift away from familiar practices towards “civilisat-
ion®, whose T“superior”® virtues are absorbed 1in the

learning of the English language.

Vhat Mphahlele (1980) recognises as “the grand Christian
design for the taming of the African landscape, both
human and physical” (p. 3), produces in Jabavu a state-
ment of belief derived from the irresistible hegemonic
pressure of these combined forces. Even where these are
recognised as the mFans of ‘ensuring his own disadvantage
in the “civilised” world he seeks to enter, he himself
becomes the means o0f spreading the “gospel” of “civil-
isation”,

We have adopted European habits

he asserts

our wants have increased, we believe that the
satisfaction of those wants is a step in our
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evolution to a better and fuller life and yet
they <(our European friends) give many of us
wages less than those given to many uncivilis-
ed Natives 1in the larger towns. (p. 76)

For him, “taming” is a “stage of our transition from the
old tribal system to the European idea of city life” (p.
72> 1in which “our model of civilisation is the white
man” (p. 82).

Even the evident failure of the white man to provide the
“native” teacher with the financial power that will
confirm his entry and progress in civilisation does not
shake the 1ideoclogical tenets Jabavu has 1learned so
successfully 1in his English Christian education. In his
perception there are no possibilities of opposition, nor
alternatives to the 1inevitable path towards white,
urban, capital power. This is a classic case of the sub-
Ject actively co-operating in his own subjugation with
all the strength of his “own” conviction. While Jabavu
recognises, too, the manipulation of concepts of race
occurring within his society, charges of racism are not
laid at the door of ~“our European friends”, but are seen
(in a curious hegemonic inversion of the terms of per-
ception)> as Ttribal distinctions (which) were perhaps
useful in primitive +times”™ <(p. 82). This displacement
would be 1ronic if it were not so tragic, for it reveals
the degree to which English Christian educated dogma has
succeeded 1in establishing itself as a monolithic irrefut-
able 1deological structure, against which opposition
defeats itself. Deny 1t and you are “primitive”.

Thus the white man”s supremacy economically, politically
and culturally 1is unquestioned: religious'belief incor-
porates belief in the educational and cultural practices
taught 1in 1its name, each confirming the others. So for
Jabavu, in the early twentieth century in South Africa

Today we are all under the white man and he
legislates not for Bacas and Fingoes only but
comprehensively for "Natives” as from the
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Native Affairs Department. The evil of it
lies not 1in differences of name but in the
assumption that difference connotes enmity.
(p. 82)

Like God, the white man is exempt from the conditions he
imposes; his difference is marked by a grand benevolence
in treating the “less civilised” in the same way; such
guilt as may be apportioned 1is the responsibility of
those who differentiate among themselves through
“enmity”. The fundamental enmity that dominance and
subordination implies goes unrecognised.

This kind of collaboration 1n one”s own “taming” is a
feature that Raymond Williams (1977) identifies as the

means by which hegemony most distinctively operates as

a whole body of practices and expectations
a lived system of meanings and values
which as they are experienced as practices

appear as reciprocally confirming. (p. 110>

The role of English in this hegemonic process is perhaps
fhe most crucial of all the three elements: education,
religion and language. English served as the mediator
between the church and education on the one hand, and
the colonised participants 1in these practices on the
other. Autonomous from education and religion, the use
of English ©brought with 1t 1ts own social practices,
beliefs, assumpfions and 1institutions and established
its own cultural history, resistaace to which was almost

1mpos§ible as long as English was used.

I1f formal education 1is primarily to do with the trans-
mission of 1ideas, concepts themselves, as Mphahlele
(1984) asserts,

are only possible when you have a language
for them.

Likewise, 1f you have a 1language you can create new
concepts. But Mphahlele found that
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the mother tongue was not equal to this.
(p. 98>

This 1is a moot point: PsSycholinguistsg (McNeill, 1987)
and tranélators have 1long debated the degree to which
language and 1ideas are connected and in what ways. The
debate 1is too complex to probe here, Nevertheless it can
be stated that there 1is a connection between concepts
and the language in which these are framed.

For Jabavu there appears to be a looser connection than
Mphahlele suggests, for Jabavu tentatively implies a
role for “the mother tongue” (in his case, Zulu) in
Creating new concepts when he urges teachers to read:

The reading of neéwspapers is valuable also. A
progressive teacher acquires from his reading
at least one new idea every day and one new
idiom in the English language. (p. 68)

And elsewhere:

You as teachers should each subscribe to at
least two newspapers, say one English, the
other Zulu ... +tpo ventilate your minds with
the fresh breezes of new ideas from the world
of science and literature. (p. 74>

Zulu appears Somewhat forlornly here in the context of
such linguistically and conceptually specific categories
as science and literature.

It appears too, from Mphahlele“s account (1980> of
criticism by the poet I.W:W. Gtashi as early as (1883 of
the Zulu journal Isigidimi,that even other languages did
not escape from the enforcement of "English ideas-:

the paper silenced attacks on the white
administration made by Africans but gave
pProminence to articles that were favourable
to whites. (p. 20



Literacy and English

Another hegemonic effect of the promotion of English
usage is evident in Jabavu's belief 1in the value of
reading: the assumption of the supremacy of the written
word over spoken 1language. In South Africa there has
been and continues to be a relatively small amount of
published literature in indigenous South African
languages (including Afrikaans) compared with that of
English. This 1is not only due to the predominance of
English as a spoken language - economic factors and
access to published material from outside the country
assists the process.

Regarding the publishing of African language material
specifically, however, Mphahlele (1980) asserts that

as Afrikaans publishing has captured the
largest share of the school market of African

areas ... scores of manuscripts in African
languages are entirely prevented from
reaching the school readership and the

general public. (p. 6

While this may be so, I would suggest that Afrikaans
publishing 1is not the primary cause of the lack of
published material 1in African languages. What this may
more fundamentally be ascribed to is the tendency for
the written word to be privileged over the oral and this
is pre-eminently attributable +to the incorporation of
education into the territory of the English language.

English 1literature has since the eighteenth century (and
some might argue, well before then) laid claim to elite
and unchallenged status as the repository of English
cultural values. Stephen Gray (1985) suggests that in
the movement from orality to literacy that began in the
last half of the nineteenth century and continues today,

Literary activity in orthodox Western forms
is still a somewhat €litist affair, confined
to a relatively small readership. (p. 10
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In South Africa this has only recently begun to be
challenged, for no other local language could
demonstrate so stable and durable a canon of linguistic
cultural artefacts. The arrival of “civilisation” meant
the 1introduction of all that was finest in English cul-

tural history. Plays, poems, novels, - and reading and
writing - in English were thus presented and promoted as
the best that civilisation could offer in the way of
standards. Access to reading and writing meant access to

these standards, so the acquisition of reading and
writing skills was 1inescapably tied to the supplanting
of flexible oral standards by a new English, literary,
standard.

Hence English could sustain 1its privileged status
through the access it gave to the printed word and this
was an area in which other South African languages could
not compete. Afrikaans simply did not have the volume of
printed material that was available 1in English; and
African languages had no literary tradition at all. The
struggle for Afrikaans® 1independence from its literary
antecedents effectively depleted the Afrikaans canon of

literature, thus diminishing the assistance of cultural
history in formulating concepts of Afrikaner group
identity.

For Africans the primacy of the written word diminished
the value of thelr cultural history, which was sustained
by a strong oral tradition. Oral culture became associat-
ed with “primitiveness”, 1literacy with “civilisaticn~.
And because literacy was attaipable largely through

education, which was controlled and taught by the
English, this interdependence ensured that English - its
values, standards and wusage - determined the cultural

values for all. Speaking English was good, because it
enabled you to make contact with those that could pro-
vide the educational skills that permitted you to gain
acceptance in the new civilisation. The acquisition of
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spoken English would promote your perception of the need
for reading and writing skills; and these would be pro-
vided 1in English. But reading and writing English was
better, becaﬁse it demonstrated educational status as
well as an English cultural standard.

Inevitably the association of English usage with litera-
ry standards promoted 1literary competitiveness among
second language English speakers. For 1if 1literary
English provided the standard for “civilised”™ accomplish-
ment, then second language writers would be required to
demonstrate their qualifications for entry into civilisa-
tion through literary style.

This meant that it was wunlikely that English itself
would be revitalised through the injection of culturally
specific African experience and expression 1into the
canon of ~“good English Literature”. Early African litera-
ture in English exhibits this constraint quite markedly.
Lanham (1976) asserts that this is still the case today.
African English in South Africa, he says

stands constantly 1in the shadow of English
English and unless a speaker or writer knows
that he controls the latter any public
display of African English 1s marked by
hesitancy and self-consciousness. (p. 290>

The cultural imperative that such English English
demands of second language English users leads Cronin
(1985> to discern a “disqualification” effect operating
on African writers which extends beyond 1linguistic

skills. He observes that:

Written 1into the dominant discourses in South
Africa 1is a severe exclusion of blacks

the African English language poets in South
Africa are, then, operating within a language
that 1is redolent of social significance, and
which 1s widely experienced in a disqualify-
ing manner. (p. 28-29)
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In the 1light of this sober reflection I would suggest
that where 1literary English practice by Africans in the
Seventies did produce a negative self-consciousness, in
the Eighties this is being transformed, largely through
dramatic literature and most noticeably 1in theatre
performance. B
The shift to drama seems to have occurred because
dramatic writing and theatrical performance are more
immediately concerned with spoken forms of English and
so enable the writers and performers to recover and
revalue orality, and thus the powerful features of
orality, that were so0 recently despised in comparison
with 1literary traditions. This has provided a means of
escaping the disqualifying experiences associated with
becoming entrapped in the dominant ideoclogical myths of
English literary tradition.

Where the processes o0f appropriating English to serve
African consciousness 1in 1literature have tended to
founder under the: sheer immutability of historical
;raditions attached to English, theatrical perfarmance
can far more readily capture contemporary consclousness
spontaneously and immediately. The ephemerality, change-
ability and apparent informality of the spoken word,
compared with the fixity and enduringness of written
words, make public theatrical performance eminently
suitable as a means o0f freeing expression from pre-
scriptive aesthetic criteria. The exchange between
expressive and critical discourses 1in performznce is
less critically weiqhted than in literature: innovations
in 1linguistic forms of expression can occur more readily
because Jjudgements are likely to be made on social
rather than aesthetic appropriateness; and as play-
wrights and performers know from encounters with censor-
ship laws, spoken language 1is far more difficult to
control by reference to pre-existing standards.
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Hence for African writers considerably more freedom is
offered by this form of cultural expression; aesthetic

or political constraints from historically dominant
value systems occur generally only after the primary
cultural event - the performance itself. This coupled

with the concept of theatre as a “halfway house” between
literacy and orality (de Kerckhove, 1987) perhaps
explains the emergence of theatre 1in the Eighties in

South Africa as a highly popular cultural form of

expression for African users of English.

Orality and English

In current South African conditions - with a seemingly
continuous State of Emergency and the accompanying
stifling of the written word - the pressure on spoken
language as the cultural inheritor of literate African
consciousness has produced a situvation where English
appears to be rediscovering its own orality. The greatly
increased 1interest in the oral cultures of Africa (as is
evidenced 1in history and sociology departments) has
éontributed to the redefining and revitalising of oral

English as a cultural carrier.

This 1in turn 1is creating valuable connections among
previously separate areas oOf language use among second

language speakers and home language speakers of English.
The readiness of ALSs to use English to express black

South African consciousness, coupled with the willing-
ness of WESSAs to expahd their cultural contacts, is

creating a rich opportunity for English to function,
culturally at least, as a meeting point in the apartheid

wasteland.

Since the beginning of the Eighties South African
theatre productions have shown a marked increase in work

produced by multilingual companies from workshop
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processes. The proportion of second language speakers of
English 1in Market Theatre audiences has been noted by
the management of the theatre complex with some satis-
faction (1) (though there are no statistics available),
The 1988 Anstelfest attracted good audiences and a
variety of performances 1in a variety of Englishes and
other South African languages. Multilingual community
cultural centres are functioning in many areas of
Johannesburg and Soweto - usually with English as the
medium of teaching (because teachers and pupils have
English as the only common 1language)(2} and the
pressure for contact, so effectively countered in the
political arena, appears to be finding an outlet in oral
cultural areas, particularly in theatre. ALS writers and
performers are presenting more work 1in English (3),
using the opportunity to introduce non-ALSing audiences
to their experiences and simultaneously popularising new
theatrical forms and English language varieties in the
process. The success ‘of productions such as Bopha,
Asinamali, Woza Albert, Sophiatown and Sarafina, both

here and 1in some cases in Europe and the United States,
lends support to the view that non-ALSs are as eager to
learn about as ALSs are to articulate their conscious-

ness.

Culturally, then, English seems to be acceptable to most
as the language of cultural unity in multiplicity. The
benefit to English 1s potentially enormous: legislated
languagé boundaries are giving way, with the resulting
variety and flexibility.
\

For the ALS playwrights and performers the incorporation
of English into the multilingual context of other South
African languages ensures that it can be used with
greater confidence because it relieves them of the
necessity of conforming to prescribed standards. What is
being said has never been said before in English, so
traditional rules cannot apply. For the WESSA audiences
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new conscliousness, expressed 1in new linguistic forms,
engages them in cultural discoveries at the same time as
they are exposed to new linguistic perceptions of their
“own” language, providing them with the safety of
familiarity while readjusting the linguistic conventions

that such familiarity can make stale.

So for both WESSAs and ALS second language English
speakers the freedom of 1linguistic association that
English wusage 1in the theatre is currently providing may
well be a small but hopeful sign of a viable new South

African consciousness.

2. COMMERCE AND INDUSTRY

English and the Formation7of a Black Urban Vorking Class

WVhere the wuse of Afrikaans is pre-eminently associated
with the acquisition of power through the acquisition of
land 1in the nineteenth century, English is associated
with economic control through commerce and industfy. The
industrialisation and 1increasing urbanisation of South
Africa with the development of the mining industry
provided the conditions for English to dominate, through
the decline of agriculture that went with urban
industrial growth.

Callinicaos”s accounts (1982; 1985) of the political and
economic pressures on African and Afrikaans farmers to
move to the mining centres of Kimberley and the
Witwatersrand provides a wealth of information about the
effects of the English-speaking Randlords” control of
black and Afrikaans farmers. The rapid growth of the
mining industry and resulting political legislation
designed to promote the flow of cheap labour to the
mines and to Afrikaans-owned farms, brought race and
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class-based alliances to bear on identities hitherto
based most strongly on language and culture (4).

With the alliance of Afrikaans and English speakers in
the 1interests of capital, black workers were increasing-
ly separated from control of the conditions of their
lives: from a rural population they rapidly transformed
into a largely migrant urban proletariat through legis-
lative coercion. They were isolated linguistically and
consolidated as a dispossessed class partly by their
unfamiliarity with either of the languages of domi-
nation.

Because White skilled and semi-skilled workers perceived
African workers as a threat to their own livelihood -
legislation wusing .racial distinctions created African
workers as a separate and more exploited class within
the proletariat - African workers were further discrimi-
nated against in terms of wages, working hours and other
constraints upon their working lives. Capital power was
obliged to Jjuggle 1its need for regular cheap migrant
labour with its need for the skilled labour of immigrant
Europeans 1f the investment in mining was to show satis-
factory profits.

The Randlords dealt with these difficulties by inventing
racial categories which would effectively separate and
maintain these conflicts of interests, while securing
the 1lowest possible costs for unskilled labour and
satisfying the skilled 1labourers with comparatively
higher wages and shorter working hours. Legislation such
as the Job Reservations Bill ensured that the relatively
well-organised and wunionised European workers were pro-
tected from competition from lower paid African workers,
the cultural effects of which were to redirect class
interests along racial or Tethnic”® 1lines (Boonzaier,
1988; Chapter 6, pp. 79-99). Language thus inevitably
became a crucial feature of economic class distinctions
because of its function in determining ethnicity.



Language Exchange Across Ethnic Divisions

Linguistically one of the most interesting developments
arising from these economically engineered perceptions
of ethnicity was the growth of “fanagalo” as a mining
register which served as a crude pidgin lingua franca.
Limited 1n vocabulary and grammatical structures 1t
incorporated primarily Zulu vocabulary and served to
issue commands from white foreman to Black workers.
Initially 1t operated only at the work-face, though by
the Fifties it was commonly used by white employers to
domestic workers. By the 1950s mining companies were
including a short course in fanagalo in their “training
programmes” for all newly recruited African mineworkers.
But there 1is no evidence that it was ever used by Black
workers among different African languages speakers. It
seems to have been perceived as a “white man’s
language”, probably because 1ts wuse daily enacted the
inequalities and exploitation of the workplace, and was
associated primarily with the dehumanising effects of
economic and political domination.

The Dbringing together of multiple language speakers in
the mine compounds, however, did establish common
experiences for large numbers of otherwise different
cultural communities. The enforcement of “home” language
policies produced as an adjunct the need for a common
language +to express this communality of work experience.
Urban wage labour conditions of 1living, so different
from the rural subsistenge farming conditions of home,
required new forms and vocabulary which “home~ languages
had no words to encompass. Exposure to a variety of
“ethnic” indigenous languages, as well as to the
languages of their urban masters, provided the means for
each language to contribute to new forms, and consider-
able mixing, of languages. English and Afrikaans were
used where particularly urban experience was involved;
and the “home” languages provided domestic and cultural

expression.
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Many complex cross—lingual modes of expression have
emerged through the continued and intensified contact
among urban Africans. All of them are characterised by
multilingual features combining ceolloquial forms of a
variety of languages, with one language tending to
predominate 1in grammatical structure. Great flexibility-
and adaptiveness 1is evident in their usage: the ability
to adjust during conversation to greater usage of the
language of the listener 1is seen as a sign of long

standing urban identity.

The tsotsitaal of the Fifties and more recently other as
yet unnamed forms of cross-lingual communication are
examples of sociolectical forms gaining widespread accep-
tance as a common language among urban ALS. “S”camtu”
and “ringus”® are informal names given to some of these
forms which are currently used in Soweto. The generic
name ~Sowetan”® 1s used to categorise them collectively.
They cannot be regarded as fully-fledged languages as
yet, 1in that they appear to be regionally specific,
though 1in the sense that they are evolving out of the
needs of the workplace and as expressions of social
conditions 1t may well be that they are well on the way

to becoming so.

Contemporary accounts of language use 1in Soweto (5)
suggest that among urban speakers of different languages
there 1s a fluid, flexible shifting “common language~”
which depends predominantly on Zulu and Sotho grammati-
cal structures, but which incorporates vocabulary from
many other linguistic sou}ces, including English and to
a lesser degree since 1976, Afrikaans. The forms it
takes depend on who is involved as speaker and listener
in the exchange. It is adapted by considerations of age,
public status and degree of intimacy between the
speakers as well as the participants” range of multi-

lingualism.
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But it is not solely a system of ~“borrowings”™ - new voca-
bulary 1s emerging which, according to my informant, is
untranslateable. He gives the example of “tshwe” as a
word which he describes as “an all-purpose action word”,
used variously to 1indicate physical movement, sexual
suggestiveness and as an expressive term for emotional
degrees of intensity as various as a “well, what can you
do” tone to a much more forceful and explicitly inten-

tional tone, as in 171l tshwe you!-~

Concepts of Language Purity Among South African
Languages

Where +the white 1languages have been consciously and
legislatively maintained as historically separate
entities, the concept of language purity among African
languages appears to be sustained only by practical
considerations such as geographical distance from other
language speakers. Where physical proximity occurs, as
it does 1in urban townships, “purity” 1s diminished. So
rural Africans tend to speak Tpurer” forms of Zulu,
Xhosa and so on, than do urban African speakers, in the
sense that traditional forms of these languages are not
exposed to other languages in the way that urban usage

is.

Evidence of this was provided for me during the making
of a television drama for the Xhosa service of the
S.A.B.C. 1in 1983 (6> <(the first drama on a ~“Black
language service” where ‘languages were "mixed” in the
narrow sense that 1individual actors from English and
Xhosa 1language groups spoke their own language). One of
the urban Xhosa-speaking actors complained that the
“language advisor~ (ironically an Afrikaans “home~
language speaker) kept correcting his language usage,
saying he was allowing Zulu characteristics of grammar
and vocabulary to impinge on his Xhosa. The actor
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maintained that his Xhosa was dramatically more appro-
priate to the urban educated character he was playing.
The “pure”  Xhosa the language adviser insisted on would
instantly stereotype the character as a rural uneducated

person, he said.

The actor then elaborated on his own language background
to me: Dborn 1in Soweto, he spoke both Zulu and Xhosa at
home, as well as Venda, North and South Sotho; and
English and Afrikaans, socially and at work. He worked
extensively 1in all five T“black”™ languages doing radio
commercials for the various radio services, which he
said, indicated the accuracy and acceptability of his
usage in each. He indicated that in each of them there
was a fair degree of transfer of grammatical forms from
other African languages and that the commercial sponsors
and the S.A.B.C. allowed this, presumably because the
majority of the 1listeners were familiar with this kind

of wusage. TAny Sowetan® he maintained understood and
used such cross—-lingual forms conventionally. He
described Tpure” forms of each language as “old-
fashioned~.

This kind of multilingualism confirms Hauptfleisch’™s
findings (1978, ©p. 83) regarding bilingual “blending~
among Afrikaans and English speakers where social
contact 1s common. Given the greater exposure to many
South African languages 1in Soweto, and the compulsory
acquisition of at least a degree of competence 1in
English and Afrikaans frop school, the ALS is eminently
well-placed to create new versions of South African

languages, as Afrikaans and English speakers are not.

Multilingualism 1in this context has different parameters
from those operating 1in the concept of bilingualism as
it applies to English and Afrikaans. Where language
mixing is officially deplored and “purity” through
separateness 1is approved for English and Afrikaans, this
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is not the case among African languages. Here borrowing
and synthesising appear to be common practices and as
such, are not susceptible to the judgemental values of
“correctness” and Tpurity” (except in state institutions
such as the S.A.B.C. and schools)(ﬂ. Whether this is
the case 1in written forms of African languages I am not
competent to investigate, +though I would suspect that
written forms are more amenable to ideological prescrip-
tion than are drama and other forms of oral language.
The association of literacy with English would tend to
impinge on African literature, bringing similar notions
of ~good” or Tcorrect”® usage to Dbear as occurred in
traditional English criticism. The tendency of literary
criticism to conserve traditional aesthetic standards
does serve to make innovations in written language use a

slower process.

English Usage and Class Among ALS of English

Class considerations appear to be less prominent in the
language experience and responses of ALSs; the distinc-
tion between rural and urban applies more strongly. But
the ability to speak English (rather than proficiency in
other African languages) does demarcate class conscious-
ness. This 1is Dbecause proficiency 1in English implies
education., The way 1in which you speak other African
languages appears not to carry perceptions of class or
social status, as the way 1in which you speak English
does. Thus the artificially created “ethnic” divisions
imposed by legislation are not sustained against the
more immediate pefceptions of being African (economical-
ly and politically dominated) in comparison with being
WVhite (economically and politically dominating).

The 1idea of ethnicity assumes fundamental differences in
cultural and linguistic practices among groups of people

who share similar experiences socially and at work. But
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this 1s not borne out in linguistic practice; nor, it
seems, in other cultural practices. It seems that common
experiences of actual political and socio-economic
conditions ' over—-ride traditional differences,
particularly where tradition has been ideologically
manipulated in the interests of preventing powerful
class formations among the disempowered population.

Concepts o0f race as a substitute for concepts of class
have 1in a sense assisted the formation of a unified
working class consciousness among Africans in spite of
attempts to fragment them linguistically and culturally,
because the racial concepts of white and black subsume
cultural differences among blacks 1into more pressing
perceptions of themselves in relation to the politically

and econonically powerful group of ~“whites”.

Perhaps the role of English 1in this context is most
usefully summed vup by Neville Alexander (1986) when he

states:

the fate of language is decided in the course
of class struggles 1in which the linguistic
elements are never, or perhaps only seldom,
pertinent as such. (p. 32)

3. ENGLISH AND AFRICAN POLITICAL CONSCIOQUSNESS

As co-ordinator of the Silver Jubilee Conference of the
English Academy of Southern Africa, Michael Gardiner
(1986a) said

there 1is open and intense ideological dispute
around every aspect of language 1in South
Africa, especially English. (p. 2)

Certainly the intensity with which language and identity
are perceived to reinforce each other in South Africa,
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makes English 1in relation to ALSs particularly suscept-
ible to ambivalent attitudes. For English is manipulated
as a political weapon by all its users here.

Widespread usage of English by ALSs indicates that the
question of English usage 1is a manifestation of
conscious 1deological choice as much as it is of the
hegemonic processes. In the context of the struggle to
resist and oppose the dominant hegemonic discourse,
English has been co-opted 1into the resisting and
opposing forces of African consciousness, in spite of

its association with the dominant power structures.

The anomalies of 1its position as a political weapon in
the struggle make the position of English as a site of
political struggle a crucial one. For the complexities
of this struggle to discover and assert an all-encompas-
sing South African 1identity find their expression
largely in English (when the struggle occurs in language
and not 1in physical action). The recent suppression of
Journalistic reporting of violent action, under the
Emergency Regulations, has to be seen as political
action at least as decisive as the overt physical
brutality that suppressed the mass gatherings and
marches immediately prior to and during the introduction
of the first State of Emergency.

The importance of language in the political arena can be
demonstrated by this censorship: first in the use that
is made of language as _a means of controlling or sub-
stitwting for physical action; secondly, in the way in
which the government has used language to suppress other
alternative perceptions in language. Language then, 1is
placed at the top of a hierarchy: what may be said - and
heard - becomes paramount in attempts to control percept-
ions of the conditions under which we live. In a sense,
what 1s not said or heard does not exist, or can be made

to disappear. The selective news broadcasting of state-

U
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controlled mass media effectively engenders 1limited
perceptions and creates strong systems of belief in the
“truth” of these perceptions by the simple expedient of
removing linguistic (and visual) evidence of events that
cannot be made to correspond to a particular world view.
Language tells us what it is we know; and if languagé
does not tell us then we have little recourse to alter-

native systems that can.

The growth of political consciousness among ALSs is in
part the result of

a) the co-option of languages (and in particular the
concept of “home languages”) 1into the strategies of
control wused by the dominant group to contain and
divide the dominated African masses; (8) and

b)> African exposure to English as a language that could
be used to express African aspirations, to convey ~a
message for the white oppressors who would otherwise
not understand what they (Africans) (were) saying~”

(Kunene, 1986, p. 46).

Regarding the first point - the co-option of language
into the political arena as a weapon — Michael Gardiner
(1986b) points out that

the teacher of English should realise that
access to language 1is access to power, a
power which the wusers must make their own.
(p. 45>

Among both the dominated and the dominators khere is
strong recognition of the relation between language
usage and political and socio-economic power. Each group
in South Africa 1includes language among the overt
methods and goals of the struggle: the dominant group
through the force of 1legislative acts (the Bantu
Education Act of 1955, for example), the dominated
African group through strategies such as Mphahlele’s:
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we have appropriated <(the) colonial 1lang-
uages, domesticated them - harnessed them to
liberative purposes and processes. (Sands,
1986, p. ?

Race, Ethnicity and Identity

Official language policies have ensured that language is
a determining factor in the establishment of ~“national~”
identities, and 1indeed, a determinant of race (and thus
class) as well. In 1971, the House of Assembly Debates

recorded:

the decisive factor by which the
nationality of a person is determined is not
his birthplace, but rather his race descent
and language. (H.A.D. 19 May, 1971)>

.This kind of statement is possible only in the context

of the continuous political necessity that capital and
apartheid created for themselves to ensure the separa-
tion of +the African workforce from ownership of land or
access to the means o0f industrial and commercial pro-
duction. The Land Act, the Influx Control laws and the
Group Areas Act all emerged from the same imperative
that designed the Bantu Education Act: to sustain
capital-labour relations <(that 1is, class relations)
through codifying them in race and language apartheid.
Divisions of race (the shift in terminology recently to
“nation” <does not change the terms) could be most
effectively implemented ' through the cultural criterion
of “home” language. The language you spoke (if you were
racially “~black”) would determine your ~“ethnic” classi-
fication. VWVhile this may have been relatively accurate
while Africans were still located geographically in
fairly consistent cultural rural communities, it col-
lapsed 1into absurdity with the introduction of migrant
labour policles, which formed workers into an urban

proletariat.
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As  new generations of urban Africans grew up, the patent
and often tragic absurdity of these definitions of
“race”, “nation” and Tethnic group” had to be enforced
ever more conspicuously and artificially through the
promulgation of “homeland” policies. These laws forcibly
removed “unproductive” wurban Africans to geographically
foreign locations determined by “racial descent”, deter-
mined either by their “home language” or their parents”
(or grandparents”) place of origin, each of which pro-
vided evidence of their “ethnic”™ and personal identity.

This system of control is a good example of the way in
which 1ideological systems are self-sustaining and self-
regulating: 1t provided simultaneously its own means and
its own proof that 1its premises were “true”. Moreover
its practices were self-generating, 1in that “awkward~”
cases 1in practice could be redressed by reference to its

own principles.

African “Home Languages” and English Education

The “honme~ languages policy enacted 1in the Bantu
Education Act “preached the importance of our ethnic
languages” (Sepamnla, 1980, p. 26) but implicitly
enforced apartheid through and in language (9). African
political, economic and cultural isolation was mani-
fested most acutely 1in their lack of formal access to
the official <(dominant) language of urban capital power
- English. For in the new education policy, English was
introduced only at the Standard p level. Bearing in
mind that 1in 1955 only 10% of the African population
was 1in school <(about a million African students) and
that the ©pressures on African children to drop out of
school were great, the majority of African Children were
not continuing school past primary school <(Hyslop,

1987).
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Schuring”s figures for 1960 and 1975 (1979) indicate
that the percentages have grown since 1955, though not
as greatly as one would wish: according to him, in 1960
12.4% of the African population was at school; in 1975
this had risen to 17.27%.

A further breakdown offered by Schuring (p. 4) shows
that 1in 1975 Africans with educational qualifications of
Standard 2 or less constituted 54.4% of the population;
those with standards 3 - 7 constituted 40.7%; and those
with standard 8 or higher a mere 4.9% of the (African)
population.

Thus English both before and after 1955 was not avail-
able to the majority of Africans through the formal
educational system. Cronin (1985) suggests that this
linguistic “disqualification”® to which Africans were
subjected focused their perceptions of a whole range of
other “disqualifications”. Writing about the “voice-
lessness” of African poets in the Seventies, Cronin
identifies

the absence of basic citizenship rights and
in particular a parliamentary “voice”, the
silencing through repression of the major
political organisations or the 1950s and
1860s

as part of the

cultural and linguistic disqualification.
(p. 28>

Given this situation, céupled with the historical priv-
ileging of English in education that the mission schools
had set 1in motion (referred to earlier), it was inevit-
able that political consciousness among Africans 1in
Soweto in 1976 should have erupted into fierce physical
protest centred on educational language policy. The
substitution of Afrikaans as the medium of instruction
for half of the curriculum provided the rallying point
that collected all the other “disqualifying” practices
to which Africans were subjected round it.
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Questions of 1language, then, are deeply embedded in all
socio-political, economic and cultural practices. As
Hyslop (1987) states

The crisis 1in education has been part of the
crisis of urban social reproduction ... Since
education provides the key to the limited
employment opportunities available and since
it 1is the site of socialisation and daily
existence for masses of working class youth,
it 1is understandable that it should become an
arena of contention over scarce resources.
(p. 8

Lapgpgge Policies and National Identity

Language policy, therefore, specifically as 1t |is
practised in education, critically enacts political and
cultural 1issues 1in that it expresses the fundamental
concepts o0f national identity that a dominant power is
concerned to promote. Both fractions of the South
African dominant group -~ English speakers as well as

Afrikaans speakers - have systematically promoted their

respective languages among black South Africans, though
by varying means and with varying degrees of success.
English has been and continues to be promoted by means
of cultural and economic colonisation and by referring
to 1its 1international cultural prestige and its capacity
to unify by assimilating second language South African
speakers into the community of all English speakers.
Afrikaans has been promoted with some success by legis-—
lative means, and by ?ppealing to its pragmatic local

value.

Schuring”s survey supports this., He sums up his report
by saying

Afrikaans 1s wused more often than English at
the acoustic level. (p. 60).
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though he concedes that it has not had much success

among Africans at the cultural level. In contrast

English is far more popular (among Africans),

(1s) ... more strongly established amongst
those with higher qualifications and amongst
urban blacks, <(and 1is ) ... used more often

than Afrikaans at the graphic level.
(pp. 60-61)

Questions regarding the relation of South Africa”s
~official” languages to 1its unofficial or “home” lang-
uvages are especlally difficult to deal with coherently.
The promotion of Afrikaans through legislated policies
appears to rest on a belief expressed by the U.N.
Institute for Namibia in Lusaka which stated that

a uniform language policy 1s a necessary
though not a sufficient condition for
promoting durable nationhood. (Alexander,
1986, p. 33

Whereas the relatively 1loose application of coercive
legislation regarding English (except for +the funda-
mental ~officlal language” status 1t 1s accorded)
suggests that another belief is operating here which may
be expressed like this:

The deliberate use of language policies for
purposes of creating a national identity and
fostering sentimental attachment 1s usually
not desirable. (Kelman 1971, p. 43, quoted by
Alexander, 1986, p. 33)

However, 1t may be simply a case of hegemonic satura-
tion. It may well be that English in South Africa needs
no official sanction to enforce 1ts usage because histo-
rical acculturation has ensured 1its wildespread usage

among ALS.
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English and National Unity

ALSs appear to be promoting English usage themselves,
both among themselves and between Africans and ~“white~
languages speakers, as the language of national unity
and of liberation from apartheid. Attempts by the Black
Consciousness Movement during the Seventies to forge a
new national consciousness among Africans 1in South
Africa falled to disrupt perceptions of English as a
unifying force, partly because alternative “home” lang-
uage use was not practically viable, partly because of
the association of “home” languages with the structures
of oppression. The emphasis now among ALSs appears to be
less on whether English is usable than on how it can be

used to

build the mutual dependencies wupon which
socliety 1s based, so as to unearth the riches
which an entire community can offer as
education of the young and of itself.
(Gardiner, 1986b, p. 45>

It seems that VESSAs and ALSs aspire to the same goal -
the widespread use of English 1n South Africa - for
different reasons and from different ideological
perspectives. Guy Butler (1985) observes with some
satisfaction that Blacks

are entitled to English, and as much of
English "culture” as they care to take

(p. 170D

and that \

twenty million Blacks will use English for
their own interests and ends, without
worrying much about the views of less than 2
million WESSAs. (p. 17Q)

And this is a view that echoes those of Gwala,

Mphahlele, Kunene and others. Ndebele sees
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a spontaneous transformation of the English

language occurring where Africans are

fashioning a new language for themselves.
" (Ndebele, 1986, p. 14>

Meerkotter discerns a similar trend: B
English 1is being africanised and internalised
by Africans. ... Black English 1lives and
thrives in South Africa (p. 30

and he cites as examples
the "Black” press 1in South Africa, which is
in English, and the number of dynamic "Black”

dramas currently being staged to prove the
point. (p. 30

A FUTURE FOR ENGLISH IN SOUTH AFRICA

So in the Eighties there appears to be considerable
consensus among ALS and VWVESSAs as well as (to a more
limited extent) Afrikaans speakers, that English and a
fully representative South African national identity are
linked; and that the present development of English
usage 1s a factor 1in realising a future South African
identity where the fractures 1induced by apartheid may
gradually be healed by acts of communal creation.

Linguistically these acts 1involve the creation of many
varileties of English wusage drawing on surrounding
“regional” languages. Alexander (1986) offers a possible
linguistic future when he writes:

Vhat is abundantly clear ... 1s that a
democratic 1language policy for the future
must be based on the reality of a multi-
lingual nation ( a concept that until
recently was - and for some people at this
moment still 1is - a contradiction in terms)
It 1is quite conceivable that after an
initial phase of dominance of English, one or
other of the indigencus African languages
such as consolidated °~Nguni”® or a consoli-
dated “~Sotho” could become the lingua franca
of a future Azania/South Africa. (pp. 34-35)
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While I do not agree with this, it is an appealing model
and appears to be Dborne out 1in current mixed Soweto
languages = today. But Alexander does not sufficiently
recognise, I think, the involvement of English in his
consolidation of various influences on 1indigenous

African languages in urban situvations. -

In “Sowetan”, for example, English is strongly marked as
a feature of expression to do with common urban con-
ditions as they apply to concepts of time, place and
legal constraints. Days of the week, months of the year,
hours and minutes are usuvally rendered in English, as
are street names and numbers and public buildings. More
striking are the references to statutory laws in English
(not Afrikaans). This suggests that English 1is both
embedded in African urban consciousness and at the same
time functions as an index of perceived difference where
political or economic impositions are at odds with
African interests. That Western concepts of time, space
and political structure appear to be consciously asso-
ciated with English usage implies that urban identity is
intimately bound up with familiarity with English termi-
nology 1in these areas. Equally notions of “cosmopolitan”
are registered in a greater use of English in all social
as well as work exchanges. It is hard to see how English
can be 1left out of the future picture as long as urban

living conditions apply.

The regionality of indigenous languages is also a factor
that Alexander does not really acknowledge. ~Sowetan”,
for example, 1s fairly }egionally specific and does not
apparently transfer from one geographically distant
urban area to another, nor certainly from urban to rural

areas.

Discussions with Sowetan students at Wits revealed that
a student from Cape Town who is proficient in Xhosa and
Zulu as well as English and Afrikaans had difficulty
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when the Sowetan students spoke among themselves because
he had continually to ask what they meant.

There has as yet been 1little formal research of this
linguistic formn. Until +this has been done 1t 1is
difficult to determine how strongly this cross-lingual
usage may provide a new “standard” South African
national language. At present “Sowetan” appears to be
dialectical 1n 1its regionality and sociolectical in its
use by predominantly young urban Africans. But with its
adaptability, 1ts free “borrowings” and its coining of
new vocabulary, it may well be the beginning of a new
language.

Its 1interest in the context of English language users is
the degree to which English usage is incorporated and
what kind of effect this may have on current SAE, For it
is one of the few areas where in the relationship bet-
ween English and other South African languages, English
does not play a dominant role. Yet its occurrence as a
narrow and highly specific register for those areas of
experience where conformity and agreement are essential
(time, place, sanctioned behaviour, etc.) suggests that
it does occupy a crucial place in the consciousness of

urban Africans which 1s unlikely to disappear.

AFRICAN LANGUAGES SPEAKERS AND THEATRE PERFORMANCE IN
£NGLISH

ALSs are ©bringing their own language fdrms to bear on
the “standard” forms of English cultural usage. These
vary widely according to the needs of the performers
themselves or the dramatic presentation of the thematic
concepts the work enacts. In Fatima Dike”s play (first
presented in 1977) The First South African, (1979>, for
example, the dialogue has a strongly “translated” feel
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to 1it. The English here accurately registers the for-
mality of second 1language speakers in its vocabulary,
which is sometimes colloquially archaic, and 1its
structures, which are generally longer and less
contextually allusive than those of English idiomatic
conversation. This rendering of the carefulness of
English wusage catches the 1lack of spontaneity that
characterises the utterances of speakers who are more
familiar with written than oral forms of English, making
much of the speech 1in the play faintly anachronistic.
For example:

Austin: Oh, you know your rights as a man
when your girlfriend 1is 1involved,
but when your morals as a man are
involved you do as you like.

Freda: And remember who you“re talking to,
this is not one of your friends.

Rooi: Mama, tate, 1f you want me to be a
sissy, say so.

Austin: Ve don"t say be a sissy. We expect.
all that 1s good and beautiful to
come from you.

Rooti: Mama, tate, I still say if that boy
calls me a white man 1711 beat him
up and he can do what he likes.
After all, I"m not the first person
in this location to go to jail.

Freda: But you“ll be the first one in this
family.
Austin: Hayi ke wmfo wam ugqibile, you have

made yourself clear.

Freda: Not 1in my house. If Zwelinzima feels
that bhis balls are big enough, he
must go. After all the council has

hostels and bachelor quarters. He

must go and rule himself in his own

place, not here. (p. 17
Compare this for example, with the <family scenes in

Sophiatown (1988) (first presented in 1986)>, where the
grammatical structures are closer to idiomatic spoken

English in their brevity and contextual allusiveness:
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Lulu: What“s going on?
Mamariti: Hey, Lulu, tell that madman from
' Drum to stop die geraas.
Lulu: Jakes, it’'s five o“clock 1in the
morning. :
Jakes: You tell your mother I pay good
rent. This 1is my bedroom. You see

the chalkline on the floor?
Lulu: So?

Jakes: Well, I work 1n my bedroom, so
leave me alone!

Mamariti: (offstage) Luister! You bloody
keep quiet - or out!

Jakes: Jesus, Ma, you're like the Boere.
You want me on the streets. I"'m
working, I pay rent, this 1is my
space, pitiful as it 1is, and
history 1s being made right now -
and you want silence!

(There is a knocking at the door)

Jakes: Jesus Christ! What now? Surely not
today?

(Enter FAHFEE carrying a suitcase)

Fahfee: They got me. They knocked down my
shack before my eyes. (p. 63)

Specific differences 1in wutterance here involve the use
of different languages . for emotional expression
(Mamariti wuses a mixture of English and Afrikaans, where
Austin uses Xhosa, followed by direct translation into
English, and Jakes uses -solely English: T“Jesus, Ma,
you're 1like the Boere”). There are also differences in
grammatical organisation: “He must go and rule himself
in his own place, not here” uses sequential positive and
negative contrast between utterances, whereas ~You
bloody keep quiet - or out” performs the same function
using two positive commands. There 1s metaphoric
expansion 1in each example, though again this occurs in
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different ways with different effects: in Dike”s play
(*If Zwelinzima feels that his balls are big enough
.”) the metaphor serves to confirm general social

experience; 1in Sophiatown ("history is being made right

now”) it serves to focus attention on the importance of
individual areas of action by investing them with the
significance of collective action.

All these 1linguistic differences point to the cultural
differences existing between the dramatic worlds each
play creates. These kinds of changes give evidence not
simply of the different conditions in the two dramatic
worlds - the differences between rural and urban family
relationship, for example. More fundamental differences
in socio-political perceptions are rendered in the styl-
istic differences 1in the language usage in each play.
Sophiatown incorporates oppositional strategies in its

responses to the particular conditions that threaten the
Sophiatown of the Fifties. Fahfee declares: “They can”t
stop us forever”® (p. 73) and Jakes affirms this more

directly:

Sophiatown was a cancer on a pure white city
moved out at gunpoint by madmen. With its
going the last common ground is gone. The war
has been declared, the Dbattle sides are
drawn. Yeoville and Meadowlands, and a waste
land in between. (p. 73)

And in the final moments of the play:

Memory is a weapon . (p. 73)
In The First South African, on the other hand, the
destruction of Robi“s 1identity and sanity remains a
personal familial tragedy. There appears to be no way of

resisting or countering the effects of imposed racial
classifications. Rooi, like the others in the play, must
live as best he can within the conditions created by the
Population Registration Act, which makes “boys” out of
men and where the white man is “my baas”. There is no
relief or hope; no weapons for defence or attack.
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The Availability of New Audiences for African Performers

In the ten years since the inception of the Market
Theatre African performers have found a new venue there
which has enabled them to escape from the cultural
isolation resulting from the restrictive home languages
and own areas legislation., But because the Market aud-
iences 1nitially <(and currently) comprise predominantly
WVhite ESSAs, ALSing performers had to find a distinctive
English voice with which to address their new audiences.
The pressure on English to function effectively as a
mea%a“ of expressing a distinctively African conscious-
ness , occurred 1in a context of white cultural conscious-
ness. So 1initially conformity to VWVESSA standards of
usage exerted the greatest pressure. The context pro-
vided by the audiences meant that African consciousness
had to be framed within the dominant (White) prevailing
cultural expectations of that venue. African plays were
fringe activities set within the <continuity of plays
which were either imports from Europe or were indigenous
works in which white South African experience was
rendered 1in dramatic and linguistic forms derived from

European concepts of culture.

A 1list of early productions (1976 - 1984) (10) shows
that of some 92 productions (including musical and dance
programmes), 41 were published non-South African plays
in English; 46 were new South African plays in English,
one in Afrikaans. Of those written or performed in
English, 7 were the work of ALS.

In the Upstairs Theatre for the same period there were
some 97 productions (including musical evenings, dance
productions and children”s plays); of these 43 were
non-South African published plays 1in English; one in
Afrikaans. 36 were new South African plays in English,
of which 5 were plays written or workshopped by African

performers.
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The third venue, the Laager, is the smallest of the
venues. Because 1ts seating capacity is so limited, 1t
is rarely a commercially viable venue, so it 1is used
largely as a showcase for new or experimental work. The
Market Theatre Company makes it available to small ad
hoc companies on a rental basis at terms which make it
accessible to groups with few financial resources. Here
the Market records show that during the same period
there were some 78 productions, of which 18 were non-
South African published plays. Of the 48 South African
works (including musical and dance programmes), 8 were
presented by ALS. There was one Afrikaans mnusical
evening and three Afrikaans plays. (The total number of
productions 1includes return seasons of popular product-

ions.)

In this venue there was a number of workshop product-
ions developed by multilingual groups under the
direction of WESSA co-ordinators - Malcolm Purkey and
William Kentridge and the Junction Avenue Company; and
Barney Simon”s collaboration with Percy Mtwa and
Mbongeni Ngema, for example. There were also some
productions in English by Afrikaans writers or directors
- Johan Blignaut”s At the Gate and Pieter Dirk Uys~
Faces in the Wall and Uyscreams. Since 1984 there has

been a rapid increase in the number of plays in English
by ALS writers and a noticeable 1increase in their
popularity as 1is evidenced by the transfer of a number
of productions from the smaller venues to the main
theatre, or their premieres in the large auditorium.

Sarafina, Woza Albert, aﬂd Sophiatown are examples of

such productions.

The Market Theatre has thus contributed greatly to the
movenent away from Eurocentric theatrical models and the
development of 1indigenous forms. This has been accel-
erated as well by the cultural boycott which has denied
local managements access to the scripts of British and
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American plays. The opportunities thus provided by the
Market Theatre as a venue associated with multicultural
South African new works and South Africa’s enforced
isolation from English language ~international” works,
have created conditions where WESSA audiences -are
exposed to new kinds of theatrical and 1linguistic
experiences in English. Africanising WESSA consciousness
has resulted from this exposure, and judging from the
commercial and critical successes of many of these
productions, the WESSA is willingly acquiescing in this
reversal. It has become fashionable to be seen to be
supporting the Market Theatre among middle class VESSAs
whose cultural heritage 1is maintained in the tradition

of theatre-going.






























































































































































































































































































































































