
Performance and Activism in South Africa, 1948-Present: 
Staging the Reimagination of a Nation  

Tues/Thurs, 1:10-2:30 pm, in Performing Arts Building Room 104 
 
Instructor: Elliot Leffler (Performing Arts Building, Office 134)  
Email: lefflere@reed.edu         
Office Hours: Tuesdays 2:45-3:45, Wednesdays 3:45-4:45, and by appointment 
 

Course Description 
 
Over the past twenty years, stories of South African history have become a source of 
inspiration for millions of people across the world.  These stories tell of a people “rising up” 
in brave, nonviolent civil disobedience against an unjust regime.  They are often told in 
passionate, jubilant voices, as the tellers speak of a miraculous transformation brought about 
by conviction, discipline, and moral fortitude.  Such narratives nurture a hope that we, too, 
in different parts of the world, can transform our societies into more just communities. 
 
Moreover, South Africa’s historical narratives hold out hope that theatre can help catalyze 
such sweeping change. The activists who are credited with the transformation of South 
Africa didn’t all march through the streets of Johannesburg with their fists in the air.  Some 
worked quietly in windowless rooms, rehearsing theatrical performances that challenged 
their audiences to look at their world anew.  Some sang in musicals.  Some dressed in drag 
and made jokes. The stories of South Africa’s transformation valorize these artists – 
playwrights like Athol Fugard, performers like Miriam Makeba, and directors like Barney 
Simon – as national heroes.   
 
However, an uncritical celebration of South African theatre-makers would be a waste of our 
time: we can’t learn much if we look at all “theatre activism” through rose-colored glasses.  
To learn from this momentous historical experience, we must not only study these stories 
with reverence – we must also examine them with skepticism. We must be willing to 
question whether the credit is deserved, and if so, why it is deserved.  We must strive to 
understand who these theatre-makers were working to impact, what they wanted those 
audiences to do, and why they constructed these plays as they did. We must consider how 
theatre caused people to reimagine their national community (and whether perhaps 
sometimes it was credited with doing so even when it did not).  As we undertake this 
investigation, we will develop our thinking about what makes theatre efficacious as a change 
agent. 
 
We will read plays – lots of them.  We will watch videos of plays. We will consult both the 
champions and the critics of these plays, as we analyze the plays alongside other materials 
(reviews, interviews, personal memoirs, scholarly analyses, etc.). We will also make our 
own performances, in which we experiment with the ideas about performance and activism 
that we develop through our study of South African theatre history.  
 
Throughout this journey, we will fix our gaze on South African performance history with 
frequent glances back towards our own location in the US in 2015.  We will explore the 
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history of apartheid, anti-apartheid activism, and post-apartheid reconfiguration of the nation 
with the attempt to better understand how performance functioned in that time and place – 
and to consider how it might function in our own time.  Through a process of rigorous 
historical inquiry and reflection, we emerge better equipped to consider the present moment. 
 

COURSE GOALS 
 

By the end of this course, students should be able to . . . 
 

- Identify and analyze the watershed events of South African history since 1948, 
particularly as they relate to the anti-apartheid movement and to theatrical 
performance 

- Reconsider their initial assumptions about the relationship between performance and 
activism, based on what they have learned about South African performance history 

- Articulate a vision for their own activist theatre practice, or articulate why they do 
not wish to consider themselves as “theatre activists” 

- Approach performance history with a penchant for complexity that defies simple 
narratives 

- Challenge and support peers (simultaneously!) within an intellectual community 
- Boldly take intellectual and creative risks in pursuit of enhanced understanding of a 

subject matter 
 

MATERIALS 
 
The texts we will read are all on the course Moodle.   
 
These texts include the following plays, in addition to supplementary materials: 

- Harry Bloom’s musical King Kong 
- Athol Fugard’s plays Statements, Sizwe Bansi is Dead, The Island, and Blood Knot 
- Mthuli Shezi’s play Shanti 
- Gibson Kente’s musical Too Late 
- Workshop ‘71’s play Survival 
- Fatima Dike’s play Sacrifice of Kreli 
- Matsamela Manaka’s play Egoli 
- Maishe Maponya’s play The Hungry Earth 
- The Vususizwe Players’ play You Strike the Women, You Strike the Rock 
- Barney Simon’s play Born in the RSA 

 
Often, I will ask that you print and bring in these readings so that we can examine them 
together closely.  I recognize that there is a financial cost to this; please consider these costs 
to be in lieu of the cost of textbooks.   
 
The only other financial cost to you of this class is the cost of seeing How to End Poverty in 
90 Min at Portland Playhouse, for which Reed is arranging van transportation on Feb 15.  
Reed is also subsidizing ticket costs, so the cost to you will be somewhere in the range of 
$10-$20. 
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STUDENT EXPECTATIONS AND ESSESSMENTS: 
 
Your grade will be based on three major components:  
 
Attendance, Homework and Class Participation (40%) 
Group Projects (50%) 
Final Reflection Paper (10%) 

 
1. Attendance, Homework and Class Participation (40%) 

 
Active, open-minded, adventurous participation is the cornerstone of this course.  I’ll ask you to 
participate verbally (in class discussions), physically (in active, embodied exercises and 
performances), and electronically (via online postings in small discussion groups). Through this 
participation, we will collectively build a supportive classroom environment based on trust, support, 
risk-taking, and the quest for intellectual discovery.  You will help to build this environment 
through your investment in activities, discussions and performances; your preparedness for class; 
and the insight and generosity of your feedback for your peers.   
 
Attendance and Punctuality  
 
Regular attendance and punctuality are prerequisites for the kind of active participation that this 
course requires. I expect you to attend every class, and to show up a few minutes early so we can 
start on time.  Absences and tardiness will negatively impact your grade, but more importantly, they 
will negatively impact class dynamics and others’ learning.   
 
Homework (Readings) 
 
You will usually have a play to read for each Tuesday and a shorter, supplemental reading to 
complete for each Thursday.  I expect that you will read these carefully and thoughtfully; you 
should always be prepared to ask and respond to provocative questions about these texts. 
 
Homework (Online Postings) 
 
In most cases, I will also ask you to post your reflections on the reading assignments.  On the class 
website, I’ll arrange students into groups of four or five; within those groups, you will post your 
thoughts about each reading, and reply to the thoughts of your group-members who have posted 
before you.  I will always distribute a hand-out that will clarify the reading assignment and the 
expectations for postings.  I will read all of your postings, and your participation grade will reflect 
the depth of your analyses and your responsiveness to your peers.   
 
2. Projects (50%) 
 
There are four projects that you will undertake, which will stretch you and enable you to 
demonstrate what you are learning.  Some of these are individual projects; some are small group 
projects.  I believe in small group projects because I believe that learning does not happen in a 
vacuum.  I believe that real learning happens best in community, when we challenge and support 
each other.  However, due to the small size of this class, it seems to make sense that we work 
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individually some of the time, which will allow us to collectively cover more material.  These 
projects are outlined below, but will be described in greater detail as we approach their due dates.   
 
Please note: You will need to find time to work with your groups outside of class.  If your schedule 
does not leave you with enough time to gather with classmates outside of class, you (and they) may 
be very frustrated.  If you think this may be a problem, please schedule an appointment with me this 
week so that we can discuss whether this is a good class for you to be taking. 
 
Presentations on Athol Fugard Plays (10%) 
 
In the third and fourth weeks of the course, all students will be assigned to teach the class about one 
of Athol Fugard’s plays in a 25-minute presentation.  

 
Midterm Assignment (15%) 
 
Towards the mid-point of the course, you will work in pairs on a written “Midterm Assignment.”  
This assignment will ask you to choose a topic of personal concern (racism in contemporary 
America, gender bias in contemporary America, LGBT rights, police brutality, veterans issues, etc) 
and to imagine ways in which you might become a theatre activist with respect to that issue.  To do 
so, you’ll need to consider which of the activists we’ve studied will influence your approach.    
 
Small Group Presentations about Market Theatre Plays (5%) 
 
In the midst of our study of the Market Theatre, you will all be assigned one partner, and as a pair, 
you will have to read, research, and create a short (15-20-min) presentation to teach the rest of the 
class about one particular Market Theatre play.  These presentations will happen right after Spring 
Break, on 3/31. 

 
Final Project (20%) 
 
This project builds off of the momentum and excitement that I hope the midterm assignment will 
generate.  You will create a short performance piece (8-10 min) about a contemporary issue that 
concerns you.  In most cases, you will need to recruit a few peers (from within or outside the class) 
to work with you as performers for this project.  However, you can also work alone on a solo 
performance.  You will have a lot of freedom in this project, but all of your decisions should be 
informed by our class discussions about performance and activism.   

 
We will work towards this performance gradually.  It may sound daunting now, at the beginning of 
the semester, but everything we do in this class will inform your choices and will prepare you to 
take on this challenge.  There will be many small steps along the way, when I will ask you to submit 
your evolving thoughts and plans for this project, and provide you with feedback.   

 
3. Final Reflection Paper (10%) 
 
Following the final projects, I will ask you to reflect on one of the projects (either your own, or 
another) in an individual writing assignment of 5-6 pages.  This assignment will ask you to consider 
the choices that the creator made with reference to the readings and discussions from the course.  I 
will provide a more detailed set of guidelines as the date approaches. 
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IMPORTANT CLASS POLICIES 
 
Technology We Will Use 
 
You can access the class website by logging into moodle.reed.edu.  You are responsible for 
accessing the site weekly, downloading the readings that I post there, and engaging in an 
online dialogue about each week’s readings.  Often, I will also instruct you to print out the 
readings, so that you can mark them up and bring them in to discuss them in detail.  Please 
ensure that you are able to access and print from the site.  If you are not able to do so, please 
contact the Help Desk of Computing and Information Services: 503-777-7525.  
 
Additionally, I will sometimes email class announcements to your university email addresses.  
I expect that you are checking email regularly (at least once per day, during the week).  If you 
prefer another address, please forward your university email to that address.  Sometimes, I 
will ask that you submit assignments to me via email.  When I do so, I will give very specific 
instructions for how and when to submit.   
  
Technology We Will Not Use 
 
While technology offers wonderful opportunities to enhance our learning, it also sometimes 
creates distractions.  We live in a hyperlinked world that tempts us to check our email 
regularly, chat with friends online, surf the net, tap into our social networks, etc. Yet the 
study of theatre offers us the possibility to be fully present to each other – to be focused and 
viscerally connected rather than digitally dispersed. Therefore, I want to de-center laptops, 
tablets, and phones in this classroom.  They will not be strictly forbidden, and there will be 
times when you can use them, but I ask you to habitually keep them in your bags until a 
particular curricular need for them arises.  When that need arises, I expect that your use of 
that technology is strictly related to class.  I view web-surfing, emailing, social networking, 
online chatting, and texting during class to be violations of Reed’s honor principle.  
 
A Note on the Study of Violence 
 
The study of apartheid-era South Africa is front and center in this course, and that 
necessitates the study of violence.  The South African apartheid state regularly used physical, 
sexual, and emotional/psychological violence to preserve and expand its hegemony over the 
non-white majority.  Many of the plays we read will represent (or otherwise address) that 
violence.  The historical documentaries we watch will not shy away from this violence, 
either.  Moreover, the anti-apartheid movement was largely, but not entirely, non-violent.  
This may be difficult for some students, but the subject matter of this class calls us to address 
violence thoughtfully and regularly.  If you are concerned about this, please come and talk 
with me about it privately this week.   
 
Academic Integrity 
 
In academic circles, whenever we reference ideas that others have developed, we always 
follow a strict protocol in order to give those people credit for those ideas.  This is an act of 
humility and integrity.  I expect that all of your writing is your own, original work, and that 
when you quote or paraphrase any source in order to develop your ideas, you carefully cite 
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that source using MLA format.  (For more details on MLA format, I suggest consulting the 
excellent website of Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab 
[https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/747/01/].)  Reference all sources you use, 
including books, websites, lecture notes, or any thoughts that are not your own.  I take issues 
of academic integrity very seriously; plagiarism will earn you failing grades and referral to 
the Reed College Honor Council.    
 
Late Work 
 
Due dates help us stay together on our intellectual journey, and I will enforce them in order to 
keep us moving forward as one community. I will penalize late work by docking a half-letter 
grade for each day that written assignments are turned in late.  This means that if a paper is 
due Thursday, and you turn it in on Friday, you would receive an A- for A level work, or a 
B+ for A- work.  I will dock a full letter grade for each class-period that presentations or 
performances are late. If you are supposed to perform or present on Thursday and you end up 
performing the subsequent Tuesday, you and your group members would all receive a B for 
A level work, a C for B level work, etc.   
 
Occasionally, in extenuating circumstances, I do grant extensions for written work.  If you 
believe you have an extenuating circumstance that would qualify you for an extension, please 
consult with me at least three days in advance of the deadline.  We can discuss this 
possibility in person, and then I will ask you to email me a formal, written request that 
includes: (1) the reason you are seeking an extension, (2) the date and time at which I can 
expect to receive your work.  Please understand that I grant these requests very selectively, 
and that requesting an extension does not necessarily mean that I will grant it.   
 
How to miss class responsibly: 
 
Consistent attendance is of absolute importance.  However, students occasionally have 
extenuating circumstances, and they need to miss class.  If this only happens once or twice in a 
semester, and if it is not on days when the student is presenting, it is acceptable.  When this 
happens, it is your responsibility to ascertain what you missed and what you need to do for 
subsequent classes.  I suggest you do the following: 

 
1. If possible, before the class, check in with me and let me know not to expect you.  This can 

help me prepare for class and I will appreciate your communication.  Please don’t ask me if it 
is “okay” to miss class; rather, if you are concerned about my reaction, please simply 
communicate to me that it is an extenuating circumstance and that it will not become a habit.   

 
2. After the class, please begin by checking in with a peer, and asking what you missed and 

what upcoming assignments have been explained.  Ask them when they are not rushed, and 
can give you a full and thoughtful answer.  If you don’t get a thorough and thoughtful answer 
from them, ask another peer. 

 
3. If you have specific questions for me, based on your conversations with your peers, feel free 

to ask me.  The best way to ask me these questions is to come to my office hours.  The 
second-best way to ask me is to email me.  If/when you email me, please try to be specific 
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about your concerns.  It is better to ask a question like “What is the historical significance of 
the pass book in Sizwe Bansi is Dead?” than “What did I miss?”   

 
A Note on Correspondence 
 
My office door is open to you, and I look forward to getting to know you over the term and 
beyond. However, a few things will help us in our journey: 

- Please be conscientious and efficient in your email correspondence. If you have a 
question, please give me at least 24 hours to respond. Emails received over the 
weekend might not be responded to until Sunday evening. 

- Please think before you email. I would prefer one concise email containing several 
questions to four different emails sent over 24 hours. 

- Please take advantage of my office hours. I highly and emphatically prefer that we 
communicate in person as opposed to on email. 

- If you have questions about research, finding plays, or anything similar, please contact 
our Performing Art Librarian, Erin Conor. She is here to help you! Econor@reed.edu 

- If you would like a recommendation letter, now or in the future please give me at least 
three weeks notice, as well as detailed information about the 
program/fellowship/award for which you are applying. 
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SOME POLICIES AND RESOURCES OF THE COLLEGE  
THAT ARE DIRECTLY RELEVANT TO YOUR SUCCESS IN THIS CLASS 

 
 

 About the Performing Arts Building and space reservations 
 
All requests to use any of the PAB spaces for class projects, rehearsals, or performances 
must go through Robert Brigham: brighamr@reed.edu. No space in the PAB may be used 
without proper permission. For end-of-term projects, you must secure permission, and 
clear this with your professor, for any space you use on campus. 
 
If you would like to book rehearsal time in the PAB, you must do so in advance. Please e-
mail Robert Brigham with the following information at least 24 hours prior to the start 
time: 
 
Your Name:  
Which class is this related to?  
Event Title: (ex: Robert Brigham's Thesis Rehearsal)  
Date:  
Start Time:  
End Time:  
Number of People:  
Setup or A/V needs?: 

 
The DoJo (Writing Assistance) 
 
Writing assistance is available through The DoJo (Dorothy Johansen House).  Students 
can always contact the DoJo via Julie Maxfield at 503/517-7722.  Drop-in writing 
tutoring is also available every day from 6-10 pm. 
 
Disability, Adversity and Accommodation 
 
Please speak with me as soon as possible if you will require any additional 
accommodations; this policy might apply to students with disabilities, student parents, 
and others whose personal situations affect their ability to participate in class or complete 
assignments on time. 
 
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you 
are encouraged to contact both your professor and the Office of Disability Support 
Services, disability- services@reed.edu or 503-517-7921 as early as possible in the 
semester. Please be aware that requests may take several weeks to implement. Help me 
help you by informing me as soon as possible about any situations that arise that may 
impact your class performance. The sooner I know, the more able I am to work with you 
to reach a solution. 
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COURSE SCHEDULE 
 
This section of the syllabus provides an outline of what you can expect to experience throughout the 
semester.  It does not provide a detailed schedule of reading or writing assignments, nor does it tell 
you exactly what we’ll be doing on any particular day.  I believe that learning occurs best when 
teachers have the flexibility to adapt their plans in light of students’ responses and questions.  This, 
therefore, is a schedule painted in broad strokes that I hope will provide us with that flexibility.  
Each week, I will clarify the exact assignment for the subsequent week – so as long as you are 
attending class, the lack of detail in this schedule should not be a source of confusion. 
 
Week One (1/27, 1/29) 
 
In the first week, we’ll explore our initial associations with the word “activism” and we’ll refine our 
ideas through dialogue.  We’ll also orient ourselves with a bit of pre-1948 South African history. 
 
Weeks Two, Three, and Four (2/3, 2/5, 2/10, 2/12, 2/17) 
 
In this first major unit of the course, we’ll focus on South African theatre in the 1950s and 1960s.  
We’ll consider who the major theatre-makers were during this time, who they were performing for, 
and in what respects they saw themselves as activists.  Part of this unit will include a small group 
project, in which each small group studies (and then presents on) one of Athol Fugard’s plays.  
We’ll also read the famous musical King Kong, and we’ll begin to think about the major protests 
and the high-profile trials of this era as performances in and of themselves. 
 
Major Readings during this unit include: 
 

- Harry Bloom’s King Kong 
- Athol Fugard’s plays: Blood Knot, Statements After an Arrest Under the Immorality Act, 

Sizwe Bansi is Dead, The Island 
(Each student will read and develop a class presentation about one Fugard play.) 

 
Weeks Four, Five and Six (2/19, 2/24, 2/26, 3/3, 3/5) 
 
In our second major unit, we’ll consider the theatre of the 1970s.  The Black Consciousness 
Movement resulted in increasingly-radical theatre during this era, so we’ll look at the ideology of 
this movement and we’ll consider how it shaped both theatre and activism.  We’ll also consider the 
ways in which this theatre is very different than the theatre we examined in the prior unit – and 
we’ll consider the merits of each type.   
 
By the end of this unit, we’ll have studied five different playwrights, each with different approaches 
to how theatre can activate.  In your midterm assignment, you’ll consider which of these approaches 
might influence you in your own work in the theatre.   
 
Major Readings during this unit include: 

- Mthuli Shezi’s play Shanti 
- Gibson Kente’s musical Too Late 
- Workshop ‘71’s play Survival 
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Weeks Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten (3/10, 3/12, 3/17, 3/19, 3/31, 4/02, 4/07) 
 
In our third major unit, we’ll turn our attention to the Market Theatre, the highest-profile and 
most boldly anti-apartheid theatre company in the late 1970s and 1980s.  We’ll continue to read 
plays by theatre-makers who considered themselves activists, but our emphasis will shift from a 
focus on the theatrical event to a focus on the theatre as an institution.  This will enable us to 
consider not just how actors, playwrights, and directors function as activists, but how managing 
directors, financial advisors, and boards might advance or compromise the activist agenda of a 
theatre company.  
 
Major Readings during this unit will include: 

- Fatima Dike’s Sacrifice of Kreli 
- Matsamela Manaka’s Egoli 
- Barney Simon’s Born in the RSA 
- You Strike the Women, You Strike the Rock by The Vususizwe Players 

 
Major Viewings during this unit will include: 

- Mbogeni Ngema’s Sarafina!  
(I’ll ask you to watch this during Spring Break; it’s available on Netflix.) 

- Mbogeni Ngema and Percy Mtwa’s Woza Albert! 
(We’ll find a time to watch this together over the first weekend in April; those who 
cannot make the group showing can watch it in the library on their own.)  

- Pieter-Dirk Uys’s Across The Rubicon  
(We’ll watch this in class.) 

 

  

Above: Images from Woza Albert!  This is one of the most famous plays 
ever produced at the Market Theatre (or anywhere else in South Africa, for 
that matter).  The production combines elements of dramatic storytelling, 
mime, music, clowning, and dance into a satire about the second coming of 
Jesus in apartheid South Africa. 
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Weeks Ten, Eleven and Twelve (4/09, 4/14, 4/16, 4/21, 4/23) 
 
Apartheid ended in the early 1990s, but South African society remains polarized and segregated.  
As our semester nears its end, we will consider how theatre-makers continue to work in pursuit 
of a more vibrant, more equal mutli-ethnic democracy and in pursuit of social justice.  We’ll also 
consider how the Truth and Reconciliation Commission itself functioned as a performance with 
very high stakes. 
 
You won’t have much reading to do during this final unit, because you’ll be working in small 
groups towards a final project in which you create “activist performances.” This project will 
invite you to work with some of your peers, focusing on an issue that is of concern to you, and to 
address that issue in a way that is informed by our collective investigation of performance and 
activism.   
 
Major viewings during this unit will include 
 

- South African Broadcast Company’s “Special Report” on the TRC 
- Elliot Leffler’s B5 Drama Project in Pollsmoor Prison 
- Magnet Theatre’s  and Onnest’bo and Cargo 

(All of these will be in-class viewings.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Weeks Thirteen and Fourteen (4/28, 4/30) 
 
Week Thirteen is the final week of regular classes, when all groups will present their final 
projects.  You’ll also have a written reflection to write afterwards. 
 
Week Fourteen is exam week.  This class will not meet during its regular time; however, we will 
meet one final time, for reflection and closing, during exam week.  This time will be finalized by 
the college a few weeks into the semester.  While we will not have an exam, everyone is 
expected to show up during this time; we’ll use it as our opportunity to reflect on the semester 
and to complete course evaluations. 
 
Major Dates to be Aware Of (and to record in your calendars now!) 
 
Monday, 2/2 at 7 pm – Michael Rohd guest lecture in PAB Choral Rehearsal Room (required) 
Thursday 2/12 and Tuesday 2/17 – Presentations for the Athol Fugard project 
Sunday 2/15 at 7 pm – How to End Poverty in 90 Minutes at Portland Playhouse (required) 
Monday 3/9 – Midterm Assignment due (online submission) 
Tuesday 3/31 – Group Presentations on Market Theatre plays 
Tuesday 4/28 and Thursday 4/30 – Final Project Performances 
Monday 5/11 – Final Reflection Papers Due (online submission) 
Week of 5/11 – Mandatory Final Meeting During Exam Week (exact date/time TBD by Reed 
College) 

 

At right: an image from the poster advertising Magnet Theatre’s 2007 production 
of Cargo.  This production explores the history of slavery in South Africa – a 
history that most South Africans learned very little about in school.  We’ll discuss 
the ways in which Magnet, and other companies, are using theatre to construct 
revised, post-apartheid historical narratives for the country. 
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