THEATRE IN SOUTH AFRICA: RESPONDING TO CHILD ABUSE AND DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

To know we must (un)know

To speak we must hear ourselves in the silence

To listen we must excavate the quiet beneath the scream

To be seen we must disappear

In order to find the vacant space

Waiting to be filled

- Lebo Mashile, (Un)Seen

South Africa is a country of dichotomies. With one of the most progressive and celebrated constitutions in the world, and with substantial support for the notion of equal rights for women (our government strives towards a 50% ratio of women in all structures of power), we also have the unfortunate distinction of being one of the most violent countries in the world. This is fuelled by a number of factors, including widespread poverty, a huge gulf between the haves and the have-nots and, increasing hopelessness in the face of lack of service delivery, as people see no way out of their current squalid conditions. 

Some traditional beliefs can also play into the poor treatment of women, where polygyny in rural areas, either formal or informal, results in the rapid spread of Aids, and lobola, a practice of paying money or cows to the bride’s family, reinforces the perception that the woman is property of the man. We see endemic violence against women and girls, and it has become so widespread in South Africa that in some communities it is viewed as normal. 

Rape is at the forefront of violence against women.  As in many other countries, statistics on rape are hard to ascertain due to under-reporting, but it is thought that in South Africa only 1 in 9 rapes are reported to police. This is for various reasons. Sexual violence and intimidation are seen as normal, there is a lack of confidence in the police and in their ability to respond to the crime, there is fear of reprisals, economic dependence on the abuser, and of course, shame. 

In 1999 Interpol found that we had the world’s highest rate of rape, and the most violent.  1,69 million rapes a year, or 1 rape every 26 seconds in our country. This situation has a negative impact on HIV/Aids infection rates, with violent rape being more likely to result in the infection of the victim.

Rape is becoming more violent as it is fuelled in parts of the country by TIK, a highly addictive drug which children as young as 11 are taking, and then becoming violent towards other children.

We also have the highest incidence of “baby rape” in the world, which has been linked to the myth that having sex with a virgin cures HIV/Aids. A survey in … found that 1 in 4 South Africans believe this myth, despite media education campaigns to dispute it. And rape is not the worst that happens to women. On average a woman is shot and killed by her intimate partner in South Africa every 6 hours.

So children in South Africa are living in households where there are high levels of poverty, overcrowding, unemployment and lack of access to basic amenities – factors which feed the cycle of abuse, and where they witness or are victim to domestic violence on a daily basis. Another statistic tells us that 40% of all South African children live in households without fathers – a legacy of apartheid and forced migration – a situation which contributes to a lack of suitable role-models for boy children. 

According to 2007 figures, an estimated 150 children are raped every day (which comes to about 55 000 reported rapes in a year, which means probably about half a million children raped each year). In three out of five child rapes, the mother is aware of the abuse, says the Human Sciences Research Council. Usually the mother is entirely dependent on her partner for economic survival and won’t risk losing this by speaking out.  Nomvula Mokanyane, Premier of Gauteng, says that under apartheid, African men were stripped of power and prestige. Now they take their revenge on women, and on tiny children. "We must re-educate and empower men. There are those who are sick who need to be re-educated. My worry is that men's power is threatened so they use their sexual organ to inflict pain on women."

A police officer reflecting on the situation, said: “The child’s home is supposed to be their castle, and in many cases the very gatekeeper to the castle is the killer and abuser of children. Our children are not safe in their homes, and more and more we see mothers incapable of or unwilling to protect their children.”

Then there are approximately 150 000 child-only households, where children live without any adult support at all, often without access to child-support grants, basic education or other opportunities. These children are highly vulnerable to falling prey to sexual predators… 

It has been said that childhood trauma shatters what Olsen calls the “shield of invincibility” or “basic trust” of the child. This shattering results in a foreshortened future perspective, of children becoming acutely aware of their own vulnerability and living with self-blame. They do not see themselves as valuable.

So what can theatre do in response to this horrific reality…?

In South Africa, a great deal of theatre is made to deal with these issues. HIV-AIDS plays are commonplace, and there are many drama-in-education and applied drama interventions aimed at changing sexual behaviours. It is often easier to find funding for these kinds of productions, because of the severity of the problem, and as a result the proliferation of theatre on the subject does not necessarily speak of quality. 

There are several productions which I would like to single out as being more interesting responses. They are all by women practitioners, and they use very different approaches to speak to the subject. I will discuss each briefly and then conclude with my own sense of what is important in theatre when dealing with these subjects.

“God is Leaving us” – T.S Eliot (Murder in the cathedral)

Behind Closed Doors, by Phyllis Klotz of Sibikwa Players, deals with incest – a father who rapes his daughter over a period of time. The mother is silent, afraid to speak out because of her own vulnerability and economic dependence. It is a very visual play – relying on powerful physical images and symbols, an unemotional recorded narration and warm, human and compelling interactions between the characters.  The innocence of children at play is clouded y a menacing male figure (played by a woman), who molests then rapes The girl, who turns into The Survivor. The use of two actresses to play the same role emphasises the fact that a part of the young woman has died in the traumatic experience… Classic text extracts from TS Eliot’s Murder in the Cathedral and Euripides Medea are used, as well African drumming, dance and ritual, and the percussionist acts almost like a Greek Chorus. A huge African doll which presides over the action is dismantled and becomes a weapon, a kind of battering ram. 

The play was performed to high school children, who responded variously to the subject – sometimes laughing in shock, sometimes remaining distanced from the action and sometimes becoming deeply emotionally engaged. To deal with the varied and complex reactions to the piece, a drama therapist worked first with the actors to get them to face their own histories with regard to the subject matter. Then she facilitated a discussion immediately following the performance, which allowed the audience to take the impact of the theatrical experience beyond the emotional reaction into action for change. The discussion was seen as a vital component of the piece, allowing for learners to move beyond the laughter and shock of seeing theatre that reflects their own lived reality, to challenge them to recognise, articulate and reflect on their feelings and experiences. It also allowed a space for the containment of the feelings, and an opportunity to intellectualise what has been experienced through the performance. The therapist tried to minimise disclosures within the wider audience, but rather encourage those who felt they needed to talk about personal experiences to come and speak one-on-one to her, or to the actors. For this reason it was crucial that the actors were trained to deal with these kinds of revelations, and were able to be non-judgemental, empathetic, and ask the important questions – for example, who do you have in your life that you can speak to about this? 

Bonfire Theatre is another company that works a great deal in this arena. However, here the form of theatre is playback theatre, where the audience gathers to share stories, which are facilitated by a conductor, and the actors then “play back” the experiences in such a way as to shed light on the story for the audience member. The facilitator (Paula Kingwell, a drama therapist), guides the audience member who is telling their story away from those places that seem too raw, and focuses rather on the ‘how did you survive’ part of the story. The focus of the playback (improvised play by the actors, and a musician) would be to make the victim feel like a hero, to build resilience and to look at how this experience might influence future decisions. It’s important in these performances, for the performance of the actual trauma to be handled symbolically, so that there is less opportunity for re-traumatisation through a literal representation of the event.  The playback is used to reinforce the learnings that the survivor has undergone as a result of the experience. These performances obviously bear a direct relationship to the lives of the audience, and are particularly successful when done in a closed community, for example, an orphanage or school environment, where there is greater potential for ongoing interventions and support after the performance is over.

In a similar vein, in my work with children and young people, I have found when workshopping plays that these subjects invariably come up. In our Creative Voices programme, a series of workshops which assist primary school arts and culture teachers to work with young children (6-12 years of age) to make their own pieces of theatre, we see time and time again, that the children want to, need to, explore subjects such as rape, alcoholic parents or teachers, abuse or neglect at home, Hiv-Aids and its impact on the family... While teachers may want to steer the children away fro these subjects, this is what they feel the need to speak about. When I was making a piece with teenagers called “I’m speaking now”, where we were exploring the notion of where our notion of ‘ourself’ comes from – how do we see ourselves and why – each of the five young women aged 16 years, found their seminal sense of self in a story of survival of some trauma. One for example, told the story of the night her mother had the courage to run away from her abusive husband, taking her two young daughters with her. What was interesting was how the young women were able to reformulate their traumatic experience as a story of heroism and survival, through the process of making and performing the piece of theatre.

The last play I want to speak to is Lara Foot Newton’s Tshepang, which is a critically acclaimed examination of the phenomenon of baby rape in South Africa, and which has become one of the prescribed works studied by learners in high school. 

In this play, the story, which deals with the brutal rape of a nine-month old baby, and the response of her mother and the broader community to these events, is told by a man. The  play is a two-hander, but the female character, Ruth, the mother, does not speak until the very end when she utters one powerful word – “tshepang”. Tshepang means “saviour/hope” and is also the name given by the townspeople to the baby after her ordeal. The mother is waiting the whole play for her baby to be returned to her by the social workers, and at the end, we wait in suspense to see if Tshepang has indeed come home. 

The narrator, Simon, is a man who could well have become the rapist, but instead has made different choices. He describes the town where they live, a place where ‘nothing happens’, which has itself been raped – by apartheid, by poverty, by narrow commercial interests - and provides a context for us to begin to understand how this traumatic and incomprehensible crime could occur. He does not point fingers at the rapist, but rather sees the broader context which has men who have themselves been traumatised taking their unarticulated pain out on the most innocent and vulnerable. He has loved Ruth from childhood, and is a nurturer; he holds onto a childhood story of the sister of baby Jesus who might be a redeemer to humanity; he tries unsuccessfully to bring up his own daughter as best he knows how; he has watched Ruth closely and understands the depth of her suffering. At the same time, he is not glamourised in any way. He is a man who has nothing, who expects nothing, who hopes only for his bottle of alcohol to deaden all feeling, but who has loved Ruth and stands by her when no-one else will. 

The stage images in this piece are very powerful. The use of a loaf of bread and a broomstick to depict the rape, a child’s crib strapped to Ruth’s back in place of the baby, her action of endless rubbing of animal skins with a pile of salt as she tries to ‘cure’ herself… all of these serve to create a poetic and charged environment for the piece, that at times seems close to magic realism.  

Although the subject matter is brutal, the play itself is poetic and very sensitive, providing measured insight into a subject which many find impossible to fathom. One of the things that makes the piece particularly powerful and exemplary for me, is that a woman artist has created a male role model, who while utterly authentic, and no hero, is someone who provides us with a compassionate alternative to the rapist. The writer/director, Lara Foot Newton has found that men have responded particularly strongly to the production – some even breaking down and sobbing uncontrollably. By using the male voice as the way into the story, the production becomes a sensitive exploration rather than an angry diatribe. It has been played in jails to criminals serving 8-15 year terms, and there was a very powerful response, which had the feel of a 1970s political rally, with hardened criminals rising to their feet to pledge their commitment to stopping the scourge of rape and domestic violence. 

It is easy to see that kind of response as ‘proof’ of the efficacy of theatre in dealing with child abuse and violence, and to overstate the potential benefits. In so doing, we do ourselves a disservice as artists as we may not always be able to deliver on these expectations. While this image offers us a heady example of what may be possible in certain circumstances, in general it may be wise to lower the stakes and manage our expectations of what is achievable.

To do this, let’s look at what the potential positive and negative results of such a piece of theatre might be.

Potential Positive Results:

· Raise awareness of the issues, and give insights into the reasons for behaviour (lack of self-esteem, for example, leading to someone not raise awareIntimareporting abuse and allowing the abuser to continue to abuse).

· Stimulate someone to look for help in the right place

· Confirm that the victim of abuse or violence is not alone; theatre may be able to normalise their experience and place it within a context

· Provide positive male role-models as alternatives

· Provide examples of responses to abuse and violence that are “heroic”, to be celebrated

· Make the moments of choice within the traumatic experience conscious

· Provide hope that a way through trauma can be found, that survival is possible

· Provide a potential perpetrator with the opportunity to realise the pain they may cause, or to gain perspective on the motives for their own actions; alternatively provide perpetrator of a different view of their actions, realising that what they had seen as consensual sex in fact may have constituted rape.

· May prove healing/cathartic, particularly in play-back theatre or in theatre interventions where the engagement goes beyond the performance, and includes therapeutic counselling, but usually more support will be needed to follow up on the initial engagement

· Audience who choose to make public a decision, may feel empowered to stick to this decision, because of community acknowledgment of their choice.

· The power of theatre allows for an intimacy, which is emphasised when the actors and the audience go on journey together. Meeting the actors, working with them in workshops, or being able to interact with them in discussions, can be more powerful than dealing with ‘professionals (social workers /psychologists/ therapists)’, both due to the ‘star’ factor, and the empathy the performance will have engendered in the audience.

Potential Negatives: 

· Issues of re-traumatising, triggering a trauma response, making the audience member vulnerable, without not giving them the tools or space in which to cope. Often this occurs because the traumatic events themselves are poorly handled. The use of symbolism and stage imagery can be immensely powerful and suggestive, rather than overt, in creating a truthful depiction of trauma.

· Issues of disclosure in public spaces and of repercussions beyond the theatre environment (”why did I speak out?”, “I feel dirty now.” “Everyone is looking at me.”) Here the facilitator needs to emphasis the person’s heroism in speaking out, and validate them in such a way as to limit the repercussion.

· Audience may experience a moment of recognition in the theatre, but may not take the learning out of the space… Sexual behaviour is notoriously hard to change. We are dealing with a very different part of the brain, and while it may be possible to intellectualise about the right course of action to take, in the moment, it may be very difficult for people to make different or better choices.

· Women and children are depicted as victims, without comment, and this results in their being further stereotyped, disempowered and trapped within this role. 

· In speaking out about the violence, as female practitioners, we alienate men and boys by not providing positive role models or alternative courses of action, and by stereotyping men as all being cut from the same cloth.

The pieces I have spoken about, have in their own ways tried to avoid these pitfalls. I believe theatre has tremendous potential to provide an intimate and powerful engagement for our child and adult audiences, allowing for a profound examination of a very difficult subject matter. Interactive theatre or theatre which makes space for interaction through discussion and/or workshops after the play, is in my view more likely to have a deep and lasting impact in addressing the scourge of domestic violence and child abuse. At the same time, we need to be careful about the kind of expectations we raise around what is possible, and there are some clear pitfalls which need to be avoided. 

As a female South African theatremaker, I have no doubt that this is an area we must all continue to explore with courage, integrity and the necessary creative vision.

The silent wish to grow

Is stitched into my seams

The way the fuel of life is hidden

At the far end of dreams

Pieces of survival are provided

Flowing as promise deems – Lebo Mashile (We are those)
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