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Abstract

At a time of unprecedented economic upheaval and extraordinarily rapid social
transformation, this thesis considers the representation of ‘race’ on the contemporary
Irish stage during the Celtic Tiger years. The productions under consideration are not
simply mirror reflections of an emerging multicultural society nor are they merely
political protest in theatrical form. They rather explicate and challenge the racialised
construction of both ‘non-Native’ and ‘Irish’ identity and, therefore, perform the

possibility of an Other, more inclusive Ireland.

The thesis begins by considering the work of those most associated with advocacy
theatre in Ireland, the actor, director, playwright Donal O’Kelly and the political
theatre company Calypso Productions, in the light of their didactic purpose in the
Irish public sphere and with regard to their ethical relationship with their
stakeholders. The third chapter pursues a more thematic analysis, namely the
phantasmatic intersection between sex and race in the racialised imagination, while
the fourth chapter considers the conflation of Irish emigration and contemporary
immigration in plays featuring Eastern Europeans. Returning the focus more
specifically to race, chapter five addresses the productions of Arambe, Ireland’s first
African theatre company, and of its artistic director Olabisi Adigun. By turning their
gaze back onto Irish society and reclaiming the right of self-representation, their work
reinterprets both African and white identity. Finally, this study considers the theatre

work of the Traveller artists Rosaleen McDonagh and Michael Collins, who source

iii



their powerful subjectivity from their celebration of too often submerged Traveller

voices and experiences.

In deliberating on the overlap between theatre, culture and society, this dissertation
examines the plays through three theoretical frames, broadly content, form and
reception. Firstly, the representational strategies of the plays as literary and
performance texts are explored using the methodology of postcolonial and critical
race theory. Secondly, the materiality and ethical considerations of the theatre
making ‘process’ is considered, through the theories of theatre theorists and the
ethical philosopher Emmanuel Levinas. Finally, the public response to the plays
becomes the focus of the argument, specifically, their relevance to their constituent

communities and to wider critical debate in Irish society.
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Introduction

‘Others’ Amongst ‘Us’: Thinking Otherwise

The problem... is that ‘race’ does exist. It exists in much the same way that theatrical
and other performances exist — as copies without originals. It exists as an alternative,
hypothetical reality, which does not make its existence any less consequential.

(Roach, 2007: 137)

On 27 July 1994, opening night of Donal O’Kelly’s Asylum! Asylum! (1996), the
first black protagonist in an Irish play appeared on the stage of the National Theatre. The
character was Joseph Omara, (“no apostrophe” is the joke)', a Ugandan asylum seeker,
imprisoned and facing deportation. Written in 1993, when the economic boom was still
pending and inward migration was yet to produce ‘race’ as such a significant social and
political issue in Ireland, O’Kelly’s play was a harbinger. A slew of productions with
similar themes were to follow, particularly from theatre practitioners exercised by social
justice concerns. The parameters of this study, from 1996 to 2008, mark the period
between Ireland’s migration turning points, from first becoming a net immigrantion nation
in 1996 to the return to net emigration in 2008. This interval also covers the period
referred to as ‘The Celtic Tiger’> and includes the current economic recession,
representing a time of unprecedented economic upheaval and the subsequent,

extraordinarily rapid societal transformation. This dissertation takes as its focus the

: O’Kelly is playing here with Irish identity; Joseph Omara sounds like an Irish name, but of course this
character is specifically denied ‘Irishness’, (O’Kelly, 1996: 125). All subsequent citations in the text will
refer to this edition and be delineated by page number. The play was first performed in 1994 under the
direction of John Crowley. | am indebted to Mairéad Delaney the Abbey archivist for permission to view a
performance recording.

s 1994, the year Asylum! was produced, is coincidentally also the first recorded use of the term ‘Celtic
Tiger’ in a report for Morgan Stanley, an American stock brokerage firm, by Kevin Gardiner entitled
“Ireland and the EMU: A Tiger by the Tail”. This phrase is popularly used to refer to both the country of
Ireland and to the period of rapid economic growth from the 1990s to 2007, also called the ‘Boom’ or the
‘Economic Miracle’.



representation of race on the Irish stage during this time, particularly the emerging
emphasis on migrant and refugee characters, and considers the racial specifics of Irish
Traveller depiction in the theatre as a comparative study. In considering under the rubric
of race the portrayal of the ‘new Irish’, both economic migrants and those seeking asylum
from a variety of ethnic heritages, and also the racialised identities of indigenous Irish
Travellers, this thesis contends with categories of ‘race’ defined not by skin colour or
citizenship, but by ‘difference’ understood as a product of culture. The productions under
discussion are more than just mimetic reflections of a nascent multi-ethnic society, an
exploration of the “changing face(s) of Ireland” (O’Connell, 2003), or even simply
political protest at the perceived injustices of the government’s response to refugees and
migrants. The use of racialised strangeness or otherness as a trope, whether ‘black’,
‘refugee, ‘non-national’ or ‘Traveller’, explicates and challenges the construction of
‘white’, ‘Irish’ identity and society. Thus this thesis discusses the changing racialisation
of Irish identity as portrayed in the theatre, as a consequence of and a response to
immigration, and also seeks to place this in the context of an ‘Irishness’ already heavily
constructed by experiences of colonisation and emigration and contingent on the formation
of the nation. The theatrical projects of ethnic minorities who are taking representation
into their own hands, such as Ireland’s first black theatre company Arambe, founded by
Olahisi Adigun, and the plays of Rosaleen McDonagh and Michael Collins from the
Traveller community, are also of crucial importance to the remit of this study. Empowered
and restricted in unique ways, ‘outsiders’ creating metaphors of their own experiences

within Irish culture offer new angles of vision and depths of understanding.



There had been other ‘black’ characters in Abbey3 plays before Joseph Omara,
notably ‘Bonnie Prince Charlie, a Coloured Gentleman’ in Brendan Behan’s Richard'’s
Cork Leg (1972), who was played by the white musician Barney McKenna of the
legendary folk band The Dubliners,* but David Fishley as Omara was the first black actor
on the Abbey stage and Asylum! Asylum! was the first Irish play specifically concerned
with the lived realities of racially different immigrants. Omara’s tragedy becomes a prism,
however, through which the true subjects of the play, the Irish Gaughran family, will come
to know themselves. Thus, this play is emblematic of many of the themes and arguments
throughout this dissertation. Asylum! Asylum! was an ambitious, powerful intervention in
the public sphere, occupying one of the hubs of Irish culture, the National Theatre, to
articulate the concerns of a voiceless minority, asylum seekers, and to precipitate debate
about what should constitute ‘Irishness’. It makes the imaginative connection between
[rish emigrant and immigrant experiences and interrogates mutual ambivalence to notions
of ‘home’. In prioritising its political efficacy, however, it also privileges the perspective
of its Irish creators, audiences and characters, offering a somewhat objectified, if
sympathetic, portrayal of its African protagonist as a victim and strategically embracing
the dramatic potential of inter-racial sexual attraction. Similarly, many of the plays in this
study feature racialised central characters yet, despite a politically progressive social
agenda from the playmalkers, often the representations are simplistic and stereotypical,

their purpose pedagogical rather than psychological. Such difficulties are clearly manifest

? “The term ‘The Abbey Theatre’ is popularly applied throughout the world to all aspects of The National
Theatre Society of Ireland, its building, situated on Lower Abbey Street in Dublin, its ethos, its, players, its
repertoire, and the playwrights associated with this repertoire”; (Fitz-Simon, 1996, ix). In this thesis it is
used synonymously with the Irish National Theatre and includes plays produced on both the main-house
Abbey stage and the smaller Peacock stage.

* Richard’s Cork Leg premiered 14 March 1972 at the Peacock. Casting members of The Dubliners (a
legendary Dublin folk band) as various characters in the play facilitated the vaudevillian/music hall quality
of the play and, in particular, casting McKenna as a Negro is a farcical conceit in keeping with the plays
non-realist, tongue-in-cheek style and could not be considered a realist portrayal of a black man.



in the persistent portrayal of refugee and black characters in these plays as either passive
victims of violence or objects of sexual desire and often as both. Nor is it just the ‘non-
natives’ who are essentialised in this manner. There is also a prevalence of reductive, self-
conscious Irish caricatures. Homi Bhabha argues (1990b: 81):
As a form of splitting and multiple belief, the stereotype requires, for its
successful signification, a continual and repetitive chain of other stereotypes|...] —
the same old stories of the Negro’s animality, the coolie’s inscrutability or the
stupidity of the Irish which must be told (compulsively) again and afresh.

[t is a key argument of this thesis that these stereotypical depictions, however tempting in a

political theatre context, are unhelpful in dismantling totalising notions of race.

Without exception these are anti-racist plays, designed for a radically transformed
Ireland wrestling with diversity and racism. However, although Ireland now finds itself in
a position of power within the ‘new world order’ and neo-colonialism, the negative
stereotypes in some of these plays remind us that Irish people are “between two worlds”,
in the words of Robbie McVeigh (1997:36), traditionally “both the perpetrators and
victims of racism.” The racialisation of the ‘Other’ in these plays is accompanied by a
racialisation of the Irish ‘Self’, a vision of Irish diversity as ‘Others’ amongst ‘Us’.  Yet
if, as Stuart Hall puts it (1992: 21), “Identity is a structured representation which only
achieves its positive through the narrow eye of the negative,” how is it possible for a
cultural practice to side-step these adversarial binaries of difference? Some of the work
examined in this study seeks to provide an opportunity for agency for those represented,
where ‘to represent’ means both ‘to speak for” and ‘to stand for or embody’, and it is here
perhaps that the answer to the question of how to (ethically) represent the other can be

found. Acknowledging that the other has a material reality independent of any particular



relationship and has the power to affect and be affected, recognises a positive otherness.
Agency is clearest in the work of Arambe, a black theatre company representing
themselves, and the Traveller playwrights McDonagh and Collins, but the political theatre
company Calypso’s work with refugees in the Tower of Babel project, listening to (not just
talking about) asylum seekers and their lives, offers another hopeful paradigm for side-
stepping the Hegelian dialectic of Self/Other in favour of something more dialogic.5 If we
accept, as the post-structuralist argue, that identity is entirely a cultural construction or
fiction, constantly in flux and under negotiation, often contradictory and always
situational, ‘performative’ in the sense of self-produced within discursive practices, then it
must also be possible to re-imagine or ‘perform’ other possibilities and selves, the
“changing same” as Paul Gilroy describes it (1994: 106). The aim of this investigation is
to analyse the representations of identity in the plays under discussion in terms of their
effect both on the theatrical products and on the didactic purposes of the theatre
practitioners, and to consider the ethical position from which these theatrical processes

operate.

[t is important at the outset of this study to make clear what is meant by ‘race’ and
‘racism’, both politically charged and ambivalent words. ‘Race’ is entirely without basis

in scientific or biological fact. Biologically, all men belong to the same species, Homo

® The terms dialogic and dialogism refer to concepts used by the Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin in
The Dialogic Imagination (1981). What is implied in the contrast between these terms ‘dialectic’ and
‘dialogic’ is the difference between a process whereby in the interaction and resolution between two
paradigms or ideologies, one achieves primacy over the other (Hegel), and a comparatively co-existential
and relativistic process, whereby both ideologies interact with each other but each holds more salience
depending on the circumstances (Bakhtin).



Sapiens with more difference within the so-called racial groups than between them.’
““Race’ is... a social myth”, as the UNESCO ‘Statement on Race’ declares (1950: 8). 7
What is more, as Ivan Hannaford’s exhaustive historical study Race: The History of an
Idea in the West shows, the belief that ‘race’ was real and socially important is a relatively
new concept invented by nineteenth-century historians and scientists as the Western
European nations consolidated and exploited their empires. His research contends with the
assumption that the racialised delineation of people is a primordial, ‘natural’ part of the
human condition, evident since antiquity. On the contrary, he finds that ‘race’ is
fundamentally an Enlightenment notion and largely a distortion or “often deliberate
manipulation of texts by scientists and historians abandoning earlier paradigms of descent,
generation, and right order” (ibid: 6). The significance of Hannaford’s study is that, if
“ethnic tension is (not) some inevitable premodern remnant visiting itself upon the modern
state like some syphilitic affliction,” then it should be possible to organise society without
racial distinctions and according to notions of non-violent legality and citizenship (1996:
398). Like class or gender, race as a category has no ontological or essential quality but
operates as a marker of difference for normative definitions of identity, which explains the
inclusive nature of this thesis, accommodating a diverse range of ethnic and indigenous

cultural minorities and considering also the racialisation of the ‘native’ Irish.

Yet the seemingly banal but undeniable truth is, as Tzvetan Todorov notes in his

seminal On Human Diversity: Nationalism, Racism, and Exoticism, “Human beings are at

® There is an enormous volume of scholarship on this issue. For example, E. Nathaniel Gates, editor of The
Concept of ‘Race’ in Natural and Social Sciences, assembles an impressive array of scientific articles, all of
which “argue that there is ultimately no such thing as ‘race’ in tself, only a politicized notion of ‘race’
reflecting prevailing societal arrangements, only concrete human relationships interpreted in ‘racialized’
terms” (1997: x).

” See http://unesdoc.unesco.org/images/0012/001282/128291e0.pdf, accessed 12 January, 2010.



once alike and different... The essential problem is to determine how far the realm of
identity extends and where the realm of difference begins” (1993: 90).* ‘Race’ matters
because it is seen and treated as a key indicator of identity and determines or influences
how people see themselves, how others define them and the communities they are
presumed to belong to and, as such, has been valorised and embraced as a mode of
organisation and collective identity for those engaged in anti-colonial or anti-
discrimination struggles. Thus, within the context of the theatre examined in this study,
that claim to a pre-existing racial identity as grounds for political activism is most apparent
in the work of Arambe and the Traveller playwrights. However, ‘racism’ is also a
dangerous and damaging trope that stereotypes and pathologises those deemed to be
‘others’ or ‘outsiders’ and denies them a common humanity in order to justify exploitation
and discrimination. At its extremes, the discourses of racism were central axes for the
projects of colonisation, slavery, genocide, apartheid and fascism. Self-racialisation also
operates as a negative equation by interpolating identity according to closed categories of
racial understanding and thereby excluding others based on the fantasy of an authentic
[rishness. Such clichés can also recycle internalised anti-Irish sentiments, legacies of
Ireland’s colonial past and are manifest in the critical stereotypes of Irish identity that
abound in these plays. ‘Irish’ is an identity which, in these plays, is as performative as the

racialised identities of ‘Traveller’, ‘African’ or ‘Eastern European’ and those performances

® Todorov is a Bulgarian émigré living in France. As a foreigner, a “stranger within” to quote another
Bulgarian French citizen Julia Kristeva, Todorov brings his experiences of exile and under Bulgarian
communism to bear on profound questions of identity and alterity. He identifies two “universalist”
approaches to human diversity. One is ethnocentrism, which generalises characteristics of one's own
society into 'universal' values and too often leads to the assumption that we should rule others (ibid: 9).
The other is “scientism”, which while seemingly more benign, potentially treats human beings as merely
the objects of study to the exclusion of notions of ethics, and has become such a dominant ideological
force as to become totalizing (ibid: 32). Alternatively, there is the relativism and deindividualisation of
theorists such as Barrés or Lévi-Strauss, which he considers “indefensible” because they fail to distinguish
between good and evil (1989: 46). Instead, Todorov offers a position he defines as 'critical humanism'
(ibid: 390), a celebration of plurality and liberty but in moderation, between the extremes of universalism
and absolute relativism. Like Levinas, he insists on the fundamental importance of ethics in politics.



make political meaning. It is, therefore, the position of this thesis that all of the
productions and artists examined below are performing race as a political statement rather
than expressing an authentic racial identity. That is not to argue, however, that the
performance of ‘race’ is invalid on the grounds that race does not exist, because racial
discrimination and prejudice undoubtedly do exist. Rather this thesis contends, as David
Lloyd argues in ‘Race Under Representation’, that “culture itself constitutes the formal
principles of racist discourse” since racism is a function of the normative structures of the
public sphere. It then becomes imperative to expose the intersection in discourses of
political and cultural identity formation that construct individuals as racialised subjects and
perform ‘race’. At a time of unprecedented social upheaval when reified notions of
Irishness are in flux and new Irish identities are emerging, the playwrights and theatre
companies discussed below are engaged in this important cultural project and it is the aim

of this study to provide context and analysis of their vital interventions.

It is also appropriate at this early point to declare my own cultural and political
orientations and acknowledge their influence on my argument. [ am a white, middle-class
Australian theatre practitioner who has been living in Ireland since 1998. As a foreigner, |
have experienced the rapid diversification of Irish society as one of the many newly
arrived “strangers” and that sense of disorientation has, in part, inspired this thesis.
However, as a white Australian of Irish heritage, [ am conscious of the enormous
distinction that is often made between my migrancy and that of people from other
ethnicities. [ have never experienced any racism and have rather been embraced as a
member of the diaspora. Acknowledging this, wherever possible I have sought to mitigate

this potential ethnocentricity in my evaluation and apologise for where it may yet remain.

8



Politically, I support a plural and inclusive multicultural society and am broadly in
sympathy with the ideology and political objectives of all of the theatre artists considered
in this dissertation. As such, whilst this thesis avails of the thinking of various theorists
who might not always be in concord with each other across a range of issues, the argument
is fundamentally based on critical liberal humanist presuppostions. This thesis is also
indubitably influenced by my background in professional theatre in the form of
performative assumptions, which constitute what Spivak might term my “‘stakes” in this
thesis’. Not all the productions in this study are professional, however, nor do they
necessarily conform to the palette of culturally specific theatrical expectations that can be
made of the full-time, funded work in the mainstream theatres. I have aspired to be
cognisent of these differences and to contextualise wherever possible my own responses
and those of the reviewers | have cited, who are also all white, middle-class and mostly

Irish.

Context and Critical Framework

Representation is a hazardous undertaking and, as mentioned, even companies with
a declared social justice agenda find it difficult to avoid the pitfalls of stereotyping and the
vexed complications of subjecthood, of who is representing whom. While it is almost a
truism, it is nevertheless important to acknowledge, as James Clifford (1986: 23) does,
“that every version of an ‘other’, wherever found, is also the construction of a ‘self’... and

has always involved a process of ‘self-fashioning’.” There are, however, fundamental

% Gayatri Spivak warns repeatedly of the necessity for academics to be mindful of their stakes in their
fields of study. See for example her essay ‘Echo’ (1993b: 31), which is discussed in greater detail in
Chapter Two.



philosophical and ethical problems in the appropriation and sublation of the other in order
to constitute the self. If every attempt at understanding and representing must necessarily
result in the implicitly violent reduction to essentialism and loss of alterity, is it possible,
ethically, to know and to respect the other? Bringing these philosophical questions to bear
on the productions under discussion, this study is conducted within three distinct
theoretical frameworks and in conjunction with three socio-historical contexts. Firstly, an
examination of the representational strategies of these plays as literary and performance
texts, uses the methodology and language of post-colonial and critical race theory,
particularly the work of Frantz Fanon, Homi K. Bhabha, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and
bell hooks. In this context Ireland’s liminal post-colonial status is of particular
significance, as both western and colonised, white and racially other, imperial and
subjugated, by turns poor then prosperous then poorer once again, and it is necessary to
place Irish attitudes to race and immigration and their implications for a sense of national
identity in the context of its colonial and emigrant past. If this could be called an analysis
of the ‘product’ of these plays, the second strand of inquiry concerns the materiality of the
theatre-making ‘process’ and focuses on the implications that dramatic form have on
content, medium has on message and particularly on the ethical considerations specific to
this kind of work. Ethical reflection on the stakes and consequences of participation are
especially significant where asylum seekers feature as performers or when their testimony
is used in playwriting. Contextualising this theoretical enquiry is the recent past of
Ireland’s Celtic Tiger transformation, the demographics of in-migration and the reaction of
the state and other institutions to these ethnic interfaces or ‘encounters’ between different
ethnic groups. Emmanuel Levinas, who has come to be known as ‘the philosopher of the
Other’, presents a complex and demanding call for an ethics that puts concern for the

others before concern for oneself. His philosophical position begins with an interface too,

10



espousing the ultimate ethical relation as “face-to-face with the Other.”'’ In an
examination of the work of theatre artists representing ethnicity and working with a
political agenda, Levinas’ objection to the violence implicit in the process of meaning-
making that incorporates the other into the self and invocations to guard the Other against
appropriation that would deny difference provides a particularly enlightening mode of
enquiry. Finally, as many of the playwrights, directors and producers considered in this
thesis aspire to influence the debate on race and immigration using their theatre practices
to directly address the Irish public sphere, the reception, in terms of critical response, the
types of audiences they attract and their relevance to a wider critical debate on race in Irish
society, is the third line of enquiry, with the writings of Jiirgen Habermas and his critics
providing some theoretical structure. This is placed in the context of Ireland’s recent
economic downturn, the tightening of legislation to do with migrants and the role of the

media in shaping public perceptions of Ireland’s ethnic minorities.

Ireland’s past — colonisation and its consequences

Historically, the Irish have dealt with ‘Others’ in three main ways — as a colonised
people, including the subsequent bitter sectarianism generated by the conflict in the
North, as emigrants and as ‘benefactors’ (as a traditionally charitable country and as a

source of missions and missionaries throughout the world).'" In James Joyce’s Ulysses,

° This image is fundamental to all Levinas’ writings but he begins examining the idea in his first book

Totality and Infinity: an essay on exteriority (1991).

" The nation’s role in charitable missionary work in Africa creates another imagined sense of continuum

between Irish national identity and representations of black people. Generations remember putting ‘a

penny in the box for black babies’ as a central image of Irish missions. A magazine article in 1998 referred

to black children in primary schools as ‘black babies’ commenting that, “all over the country the nuns who
114



Stephen Dedalus’ uses the “cracked looking-glass of a servant” (1.65) as an analogy for
[rish art, hinting at the fragmentation and self-estrangement of a culture perceived and
perceiving through the borrowed representational strategies of the colonial other. The
image, familiar in other post-colonial contexts, is of a self split, schizophrenic and
ambivalent, a servant whose identity is contingent on the relationship with the master.
And yet, having achieved nationhood, the ultimate goal of anti-colonial struggle, and
indeed having entered into the post-national, resolutely First World of the European
Union, the relevance of the post-colonial as a way of reading Ireland has come under
question. Liam Kennedy in his article ‘Modern Ireland: Post-Colonial Society or Post-
Colonial Pretensions?’ (1992/93: 107-121), cites an overwhelming array of statistical
indicators of poverty and development to compare Ireland with a range of Third World
countries pre-decolonisation — GNP, percentage of the economy in agriculture, average
calories per day, life expectancy, infant morality, adult literacy - making a compelling
economic and historical argument that post-colonial theory, specifically as used by
literary and cultural critics, is an inappropriate model for Ireland. “Like jackdaws to
shiny objects, literary and cultural critics seem to be drawn to labels and packaging.
Assertion becomes a low-cost substitute for evidence. Metaphors masquerade as theory”
(ibid: 118). Speculating as to why this analytical framework is so in vogue with “homo
academicus on the make?”” he concludes that it is a strategy to “modernise” nationalist
rhetoric and justify anti-English and anti-Unionist sentiment (ibid). Stephen Howe in
Ireland and Empire (2000: 263) also takes issue with “post-colonial painting by numbers”
as a simplistic, undifferentiated orthodoxy made fashionable by the Field Day critics. The

theatre work and literary criticism of Field Day is also the focus of Edna Longley’s The

have spent years collecting for black babies have finally saved up enough to get some”; quoted in Bryan
Fanning in Racism and Social Change in the Republic of Ireland (2002: 16). These comments underline the
paternalism that underlies some contemporary racist attitudes towards black people.
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Living Stream (1994: 28), in which she suggests that the reductionist representations of
“a post-colonial never-never land” were an attempt to “throw theory at Ireland, hoping
that bits of it will stick.” However, the very fact that these critics need to take issue with
the all-pervasive and unquestioned status of ‘post-colonial Ireland’ in nationalist rhetoric
and literary and cultural criticism indicates the power of the metaphor. “Identities are,”
according to Hall (1996: 6), “points of temporary attachment to the subject positions
which discursive practices construct for us.” Thus, despite empirical evidence to the
contrary, within Irish society and certainly within the plays in this study there is
identification with an Ireland whose colonial heritage matters. ‘Post-colonial’ is a short-
hand way of speaking to an audience, who by and large recognise themselves in that
depiction. It is therefore part of the narrativisation of an Irish self, which is necessarily
fictional and performative in any case, but no less effective in terms of its discursive,

material or political influence, and thus provides a pivotal rubric for this study.

It is also significant that the subject matter under discussion here is not
specifically the positioning of coloniser against the colonised, but the global phenomenon
of transnational migration as represented in the theatre in one host nation, and as such
theories on globalisation, on diasporas, social networking and cosmopolitanism may seem
more germane. However, whilst these critiques are also explored, post-colonial
methodologies remain the dominant frame because they more readily allow the argument
to move beyond the familiar ideological divisions between Self and Other and into an
examination of the ways in which the normative narrative of ‘Irishness’ has been
constructed and has come to seem so self-evident, and of how empowered discourses

prevail in the representation of Ireland’s subaltern groups, particularly those who are
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racially defined. In addition, Frantz Fanon and Homi K. Bhabha, who provide much of
the terminology for the discussion, with their particular focus on the ambivalent psychic
legacy of colonialism in mimicry, ambivalence, fetishism and stereotyping are especially
apt for scrutiny of theatrical representation. Theatre, which is concerned with making
meaning from the live interaction between characters and an audience, already speaks a
vernacular psychology. Thus both Fanon’s clinical use of psychoanalysis to examine the
pathology of colonial discourse and Bhabha’s more analogous and theoretical use of
Freud and Lacan provide a frame of ideas and language for reading these plays. The
work of critics investigating Subaltern Studies, particularly the thinking of Gayatri
Chakravorty Spivak, is also of value in that it moves the post-colonial argument beyond
the attainment of independence and focuses on the excluded and dominated social groups
within societies, challenging the critic to identify the agency of the subaltern as
represented by others. Clearly such enquiries are fundamental to this project and are

summarised below.

However asymmetrical or ahistorical, Ireland’s imaginative link with other
dispossessed people throughout the world and the idea of itself as a “Third World’,
developing country arose from the exposure, through both emigration and colonisation, to
deeply embedded and pernicious racism. Writing about early twentieth century Ireland,
Fredric Jameson (1988: 60) describes a “national situation which reproduces the
appearance of First World social reality and social relationships... but whose underlying
structure is in fact much closer to that of the Third World, or of colonised daily life.”
From the time of the Protestant Ascendency after 1689, the racial oppression of the Irish

shared the same principles that governed the subjugation of enslaved Africans in
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continental Anglo-America; for both the Catholic in Ireland and the African-American
there could never be social advancement because of their race, whether defined by
ethnicity, culture, language or some other differentiation.'> Consequently, argues
Theodore Allen in The Invention of the White Race, at the time when the idea of ‘the
white race’ was being formed, Irishness constituted “the greatest breach in that concept”
(1994: 90). The connection is clear when in 1690 the Barbados Colony Council sought to
import ‘white servants’, but specifically excluded the Irish, “for we want not men of that
Colour to work for us” (quoted in O’Toole, 1999: 20). The Irish were not black, but they
could not be white either. “They were some other ‘colour’ (O’Toole, ibid). The Irish,
however, were racially indistinguishable from the English colonisers, which made
segregation by law and the creation of denigrating narratives of identity necessary. Homi
Bhabha (1983: 23) writes that “colonial power produces the colonised as a fixed reality
which is at once an ‘other” and yet entirely knowable and visible”. Luke Gibbons (1996:
50) very tellingly quotes the British historian Charles Kingsley describing the Irish in
1860,
I am haunted by the human chimpanzees [ saw along that hundred miles of
horrible country. I don’t believe they are our fault [...] But to see white
chimpanzees is dreadful; if they were black, one would not feel it so much, but
their skins, except where tanned by exposure, are as white as ours.
In other words, in the brutal logic of colonisation, difference needs to be obvious to the

eye in order to be effective, and a native population that happened to be white was very

disconcerting to the English coloniser.

2 "A Protestant boy," said Irish historian J. C. Beckett, "however humble his station, might hope to rise, by
some combination of ability, good luck and patronage, to a position of influence from which a Roman
Catholic, however, well-born or wealthy would be utterly excluded", (Allen, 1994: 82).
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The Irish/Black association created very powerful stereotypes of stupidity,
degeneracy and animality that stressed the inferiority and dependence of the colonised.
Various plays in this study pit the stereotypes of blacks and Irish against each other in
order to destabilise prejudiced notions of identity. Particularly when these caricatures are
intended to be comic, the audience is encouraged to laugh at Irish self-critical identity
constructs, yet the normalisation of the ‘othering’ process at work in stereotyping may
remain concealed. After Freud’s Jokes and their Relation to the Unconscious (1991)
Bhabha notes that ethnic joke-work “explores the dream’s central mechanisms —
‘condensation, displacement and indirect representation’ in the quotidian context of
communal utterance, making it possible for us to hear the Unconscious speak in the
psychopathology of everyday life”” (1998: xvi). Political satire, Clown-comedy, spectacle
and various other theatre modes are based on the play of caricature. This study considers
whether such forms are necessarily complicit in racist myth-making or if their self-
reflexivity exposes the construction and patholigisation of racist images. With regard to
satire and caricature, Roddy Doyle’s plays and the work of the Clown theatre company
Barrabas in their production Hur/ are of most relevance. Throughout this thesis a variety
of other theatre forms, most particularly realism, are also examined for their embedded

meaning making.

When contextualising Irish plays about refugees and migrants and contemporary
attitudes to race, undoubtedly the Irish national experience of emigration, exile and return
to a transformed homeland provides another salient point of departure. Until the recent
past, Ireland was quintessentially a country of emigration. The Great Famine of the mid

1840s resulted in the deaths of approximately a million people and the migration of a
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million more, a loss of twenty-five percent of the population (Ross, 2002: 226). For
almost a century after this immeasurable collective trauma, the natural increase in
population was significantly offset by outward migration far in excess of any other
European country, leading to a continuous decline in population (MacEinri, 2001: 2).
Recession in the 1980s produced dramatic unemployment and a return to high emigration
rates. In the year 1988 to 1989, 70,600 people left the state, approximately two percent of
the population (Ibid). While emigration slowed during the Celtic Tiger, emigration has
always been a feature of the Irish experience, with the 2006 census calculating
approximately 17,000 people, mostly under twenty-five, emigrating annually (CSO,
2006). By the time of writing in late 2010, however, net emigration was once more at
1989 levels as a consequence of the devastating economic recession, with 65,300 people
leaving the state and a dramatic fall in immigration (CSO, 2010). Irish identity has thus
been forged around the act of migration. “Emigration was a big sad Irish word in every
sense,” writes Polly Devlin (quoted in Logue, 2000: 47), “...We were all poised on the

point of eternal emigration.”

Various social histories have documented the effects of dispersal on the Irish and
likewise thousands of works of Irish literature explore the same themes. Fintan
O’Toole’s supposition in The Ex-isle of Erin (1997: 160) is that,

it lies at the heart of Irish culture in the 20" Century [...] - the contradiction
between place and people, between the search for a fixed national space and the
existence of an unfixed, mobile population, between a stable definition of Irishness
and the unstable ambiguities that elude it.

O’Toole subsequently tracks the preoccupation with emigration in Irish theatre and

emphasises the abstruse discourse between place and identity. He argues that, “Emigration
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becomes|...] a relentless exposure of Irish society][...] emigration is not a solution to Irish
problems but merely the sharpest indicator of how profound those problems are” (ibid:
172). The plays in this study follow these antecedents, but use the ironic contrast and
complication of Irish emigration and immigration to challenge accepted notions of
[rishness, uncoupling notions of ‘home’ and ‘family’ in particular to great effect and using
the motif of the refugee or migrant rather than the emigrant. Thus in many of the plays in
this study we find migrant and Irish characters doubling each other or the deliberate elision
of past Irish emigration and current immigration. The familiar, transported into another
context, becomes transformed and the imitation or reflection subverts the identity of that
which is represented. Bhabha (1994: 91) gives this phenomenon the term mimicry and

argues that, in its ambivalence, it becomes a form of agency for the colonised subject.

Representationally, Ireland’s identification with ‘blackness’ serves positive as well
as negative stereotypes and a way perhaps, argues O’Toole (1999: 18), for the emigrant’s
past to illuminate Ireland’s present and future. Having learnt to adjust and accommodate
difference and otherness is an experience that “allows us to re-imagine who ‘we’ are.”
Jimmy from Roddy Doyle’s The Commitments (1988: 9) provides a popular culture
example of the appropriation of positive stereotypes of ‘blackness’, illustrating an Irish
identification with Africans as their fellow honourable underdogs of history.

Say it once, say it loud, ‘I’m black and I’'m proud’. They looked at him — James

Brown. They were stunned by what came next. ‘The Irish are the niggers of

Europe, lads’. They nearly gasped it was so true.

Being black as he envisages it, has nothing to do with skin colour. “It is a function of

culture rather than race”, as Elizabeth Butler Cullingford puts it (2001: 158). This

connection is hinted at in various plays in this study, such as Calypso’s Mixing it on the
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Mountain and Hurl, and made explicit in the program notes of O’Kelly’s The Cambria.
To a certain extent, however, this well-meaning elision of difference is also an
appropriation of subaltern'” identity that disguises the asymmetries of power and

inequalities in the formation of those notions.

These plays also foreground the creation of hybrid ethnic identities which are the
inevitable consequence of migration. Homi Bhabha is a key theoretician in the
development of ‘hybridity’ as a post-colonial concept and provides a constructive vantage
point on the complex interweaving of heterogeneous and heteroglossic contemporary
communities, such as in Ireland today. The indeterminacy of diasporic identity, the
liminality of the migrant experience, opens up a cultural space that potentially enables
active forms of resistance. It is this space, the “Third Space of enunciation”, he claims,
which reveals the ambivalent process of identity formation and undermines the sense of
culture as a homogenising, unifying force. It is from this space, Bhabha (2003: 208)
hopes,

that we will find the words with which we can speak of Ourselves and Others.

And by exploring this ‘Third Space’, we may elude the politics of polarity and

emerge as others of ourselves.

In the context of this thesis, Bhabha’s argument for the political potential of intercultural

encounters casts particular light on the work of Olabisi Adigun, especially in his

reconception of Irish canonical works from a black migrant perspective, and in the work

" The term ‘subaltern’ comes from Gramsci’s ‘On the Margins of History: history of the subaltern social
groups’ in Selections from Prison Notebooks (1971), and is used interchangeably with ‘subordinate’,
‘instrumental’ and as a term for those of inferior rank who do not possess a general class consciousness.

It is also used by the Subaltern Studies group to describe the “contribution made by the people on their
own, that is, independently of the élite” as opposed to the dominant groups, both foreign and indigenous,
who have dominated Indian nationalist histiography. Ranajit Guha, ‘On Some Aspects of the
Historiography of Colonial India’ in Subaltern Studies (1982: 3). Spivak also uses the term in her translation
of Of Grammatology by Jacques Derrida in the discussion of the ‘supplement’ to imply the subversive
potential of the marginal example (1976: 145).
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of Calypso with their mix of refugee, migrant and Irish young participants. The term
‘hybridity’ remains contested, however, despite its all-pervasiveness. Widely used to
challenge essentialist thinking and practices, such as racism, the theory is sometimes
merely propped up by alternative essentialist frameworks, becoming what Nederveen
Pieterse (2004: 4) calls “multiculturalism lite.” Such critiques are pertinent to the work
under discussion here when hybridity becomes an end in itself, such as in some of
Calypso’s youth theatre work. If what is being postulated is a classic universal
humanism, “we are held back at the surface of an identity,” argues Barthes (2000a: 101),
“prevented precisely by sentimentality from penetrating into this ulterior zone of human
behaviour where historical alienation introduces some ‘differences’ which we shall here
quite simply call ‘injustices’.” What is important, Abdul JanMohamed and David Lloyd
remind us (quoted in Bhabha, 1994: 229), “is not a question of essence... but a question
of subject position.” An emphasis on subject-positioning draws attention to class and
gender as well as race as factors that problematise the undifferentiated ethnic minority

subject or subaltern.

In search of a new black subjectivity, Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks,
whose title suggests the disavowal and fantasy of colonial identity, illustrates the psychic
trauma of being black in a racist world. The Negro has been “overdetermined from
without. I am the slave not of the ‘idea’ that others have of me but of my own
appearance... [ am fixed” (1986: 116). Elsewhere he describes it as being “sealed into
that crushing objecthood” (ibid: 109). Identity, however, also becomes fixed and

essentialised for the white person trapped in what Fanon refers to as a “Manicheism
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delirium.”" “The Negro enslaved by his inferiority, the white man enslaved by his
superiority alike behave in accordance with a neurotic orientation” (ibid: 60). As might
be expected in an analysis of the psychopathology of bigotry, Black Skin, White Masks
makes particular note of the fetishisation of black sexuality, the ambivalence of repulsion
and attraction, fear and desire, and the subsequent fantasies of sexual violence evoked by
the corrupt paring of race and sex. These insights are crucial to this discussion in that the
mixed race romance motif dominates many of these Irish plays and there is a noteworthy
incidence of violence directed at black characters. This thesis examines why the link
between sex and race is so compelling, especially in the context of political theatre. Other
theorists whose work sheds light on this issue include bell hooks, whose essay ‘Eating the
Other: Desire and Resistance’ links the modern fixation with sexualised encounters with
difference to the commodification of ethnicity as transgressively eroticised, “constituting
an alternative playground where members of dominating races, genders, sexual practices
affirm their power-over in intimate relations with the Other” (hooks, 1992: 183). Despite
its frequent use in the plays under discussion, only Christian O’Reilly’s /t Just Came Out
overtly questions the subconscious comingling of racism and sexual desire, when an Irish
man inadvertently calls a black woman ‘Nigger!” in a supermarket and then falls

irrationally in love with her.

Less concerned with reinterpreting post-colonialism, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
engages with neo-colonial practices, particularly within the structures of academia, from a
radically heterogenous Marxist, deconstructionist, feminist, psychoanalytical, anti-

imperialist perspective. The fundamental task of the critic, she argues, is to ask who is

 Fanon uses this expression in quotation marks after Dide and Guiraud, Psychiatrie du médicin praticien,
(Ibid: 183).
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represented, who is not and to illustrate the “mechanics of the constitution of ‘facts
whereby imperialism constitutes itself as subject and the subaltern as object (1985: 140).
These questions are placed at the heart of the analysis of each production and theatrical
process in this thesis, seeking to identify who is speaking to or for whom and how, and
who is not in a position from which to speak and why not. Spivak’s radical conclusions
in her seminal essay, ‘Can the Subaltern Speak?’ (1993a), is not that the subaltern woman
cannot speak as such, or that no records of her subject-consciousness exist, but that “there
is no space from where the subaltern (sexed) subject can speak” (ibid: 129). It is not
possible to retrieve the lost subaltern subject and allow them an authentic voice to answer
back with because the subject is only constituted as a subject from certain permitted
positions; the subaltern cannot speak. '> For those theatre workers who seek to represent
the voice of subaltern refugees and asylum seekers, most of whom have no position of
enunciation in Irish society, Spivak’s conclusions present an unacceptable impasse:
“granting to the oppressed either that very expressive subjectivity which s/he criticises<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>