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ARTICLE DATA ABSTRACT

Miscellaneous investigations have been implemented to investigate the factor of
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Accepted: 29 March. 2024 silence among Asian students in the ESL and EFL contexts and has generated
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Issue: (1) Winter 2024 huge literature most of which is related to ESL/EFL students’ silence because of
DOI: 10.54848/bjtll.v4il.75 several cultural and social factors. The study in hand reports on an ethnographic
KEYWORDS investigation of silence attitudes among Sudanese graduate learners in the EFL

. graduate linguistics environments with their academic staff in Gezira University,
Ethnography; silence pattern;

culture in EFL; Sudanese EFL
learners; communication. protocol as well as observations with EFL graduate students and teachers in the

Sudan. The study has exploited a previously developed ethnographic interview

MA linguistics. The researcher has investigated the probable patterns of silence
among Sudanese EFL learners, explored the reasons behind this phenomenon and
has attempted to trace the cultural interpretations among Sudanese silence. The
participants of the study were eleven first-year graduates of English (all 26-38
years old) and 6 professors. The whole sample of the study was from Gezira
University situated in the central region of Sudan. Another important factor is that
the participants of this study came from different parts of Sudan including
Khartoum, Darfur, and Gezira State etc. All the participants have BA and BEd in
English language enrolling in Gezira University MA Program. The results of the
study representing sufficient empirical proof highlight/emphasize that the Face
Negotiation Model (Ting-Toomey 1994; West and Turner 2010; Wang and Yang
2005) indicates that Sudanese students’ silence behaviors are reported to be
determined Sudanese cultural factors including its notions of face, sense of impact

and infrequent social interactions.

1. Introduction:

Language has its recognized features on ethnography and vice versa. As a matter of fact, silence causes

breaks in communication but this does not mean that it can cause failure of exchanging roles between

Published by UK Bright Horizons LTD. Copyright © the author(s).
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participants in a conversation. This study attempts to identify the occurrences of silence as a communication
feature of language from a cross-cultural point of view. Sudanese context will be taken as a setting for this

study.

2. Literature review

Silence in classrooms among EFL language learners can result from lacking the understanding of
the target language. However, several studies reflect culturally related explanation for silence in EFL
classrooms. For example, Tannen & Saville-Troike (1985) have attempted to pose the relevant survey on
silence from various perspectives emphasizing the fact that this construct has a very complicated context as
a cultural trend. Samovar & Porter (1991) has adopted a cross-cultural facet of the construct of 'Silence’'.
Jaworski (1997) approached silence from different dimensions, including sociological, anthropological,
aesthetical and ethnographical perspectives. Furthermore, Nakane (2006) has conducted ethnographical
surveys on silence models as well as their cultural perspective in the EFL classes in the Mainland China in
particular. Each of the mentioned research involves certain types or aspects of silence. Some studies
approach silence from pragmatic and ethnographic angles such as Zuo Yan (1996); Xueyan, (2003) and Liu
& Zhong (2005). EFL classrooms learners need to be provided with knowledge and understanding of
silence. It is important to investigate and analyze activate negotiation process between learners and the
teachers from various perspectives. The way in which students express themselves needs to be taken care
of and respected in a culturally sensitive way. It is suggested that the contexts for communication should
be investigated and presented within specific social relations, interactional histories and to be grasped
ethnographically. This means that linguistic ethnography may be applied widely in its empirical scope,
investigating communication within social processes that involve (Rampton, 2007).

As mentioned above silence can occur in classroom and can inhibit effects on both teaching and
learning processes (Vrettos, 2003; Collins, 1996). These investigations provide insufficient view into
instructors’ conceptions of what are the causes of silencing in their classrooms. Ollin (2008) identified
different types of silence and reported how they have implemented and executed various silences during
their teaching sessions, which seems to suggest that various kinds of silence can be used effectively in
teaching and learning.

There has been a growing mass of research available to investigate silence phenomenon among
Asian EFL students that has been conducted in the ESL contexts of the US, UK and Australia as well in
some EFL contexts (Liu, 2000; Jackson, 2002; Chen, 2003; Nakane, 2006). Among several studies, Song

(2005) has investigated East Asian students in American universities and stated that learners felt
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discomfort and stressed when they were involved in group discussions and when they were asked questions
in classes, they resorted to silence. He suggested that that their respective culture and past learning
experiences might be the possible factors to be blamed for their silence. A study that has involved Asian
graduate students and attempted to found out their communication model in class at university level in the
mid-western area of the United States, Liu (2000) has reported that this phenomenon is quite common
among Asian students and their silence has been caused by multiple factors including cognitive,
educational, affective and socio-cultural factors as well as the English language proficiency of Asian
students. Chen (2003) has exploited natural observations and interviews to find out the communication
patterns among Asian students studying at university level in an ESL context of the USA and reported that
Asian students were found passive in class activities and keep silence because of their past learning
experiences as well their culture. Nakane (2006) has investigated Japanese students who were studying in
an Australian university and exploited observations and interviews and has stated that silence was rather
a technique that has been used by majority of Japanese students as a face-saving method. Several studies
have been conducted in the EFL context in South-east Asian countries and majority of them have partially
confirmed the studies which have been done in the ESL context as the results of these studies have revealed
that the major causes for silence among Asian students have been teaching practices, attitudes of Asian
students towards their teachers and classroom activities, anxiety, English language proficiency and several
other factors related to socio-cultural paradigms (Flowerdew and Miller, 1995; Tsui, 1996; Liu and
Littlewood, 1997; Cheng, 2000; Li and Jia, 2006).

It is the paper’s potential of carrying out the study to get some knowledge about the engagement
of MA linguistics students’ in our own EFL setting in the Sudanese region of Gezira, i.e., Gezira University.
To achieve that prospective objective, the researcher resorts to Cortazzi and Jin’s (1996) methodology
which explored the silence phenomenon from the view point of the faculty, their personal experiences. It is
also important to understand that they ignored students’ own perceptions as well as the context of the
teaching/learning process. The researcher has applied an ethnographical study that bears the benefit of
tackling the social and institutional factors in the teaching/learning context in a comprehensive prospect
(Gegeo, 1988). Moreover, the present investigation is an ethnographical investigation about silencing

attitude that is present between Sudanese EFL learners with their teachers.
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3. Research Method

Scope and Participants

The researcher followed and noted all the courses given to the graduate students of English
Linguistics on a weekly basis. Moreover, as MA and PhD theses supervisor in Gezira University, I know
the learners as well as the teachers therefore; it is quite probable to get honest and clear answers from the
participants of this survey. In addition, I focused on how students interact fully with their peers and
instructors. It is my belief that without interact; no learning of language can be successful.

The participants in the research were eleven first-year graduates of English and their professors have
been working in Gezira University in the Central region of Sudan. The participants in this university ranged
between twenty six to thirty eight years old, of whom eight were born (and grew up) in different regions
and graduated from varied schools in Sudan. Two participants came from the Darfur area where they were
born, grew up, and earned their BAs from institutions there. One participant was born, grew up and got his
BA in North Kordfan State in the west of Sudan. Five of the participants taught as intermediate school and
college levels before pursuing their graduate programme, and four were secondary school teachers. These
graduates chose to enroll in the MA in linguistics after passing the university test and interview. Therefore,
the subjects in the experiment revealed an acceptable, overall proficiency level in the target language
particularly the oral English proficiency. All the experiences of the participants may have influenced their

answers in the interviews during the experiment.

4. Collecting data to analyze
Observation

The participants had academic schedule in the second term of the academic year 2020-2021. The
researcher had followed and observed these classes carefully. The majority of these linguistics courses were
recorded and transcribed. Furthermore, note summaries were written down in the meantime of delivering

these classes. Finally, the results of the observing were analyzed in line with the interviews.

Interview

Eleven learners were the participants of this survey who attended the Linguistics & Culture in the
fall semester of the year 2020, among whom seven attended Language & the Human Mind in the spring
semester of 2020. Altogether, the eleven participants were interviewed by using the interview protocol
which developed by Liu & Mou (2008). All learners’ names were not mentioned in the study context, the
participants were given enough time to express themselves over the questions. The interviews have been

done in Arabic so that the effect of the foreign language competency may be minimized. Each interview,
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extended from twenty-five to fifty minutes. All these interviews have been recorded, later on transcribed
and then translated. The researcher has also used analytic memos as well as the sheets of interview material
have been noted down to keep them as a record.

In the classroom, the researcher interviewed the participants with particular reference to their
attitudes towards keep themselves silent. Through his observation to his students, it is found that their

answers in the interview contrasted to a large extent with what had been observed in the classroom.

5. Results
Results of the observations
The researcher has presented the results from the interviews and observations in this part and the
discussion has been done to understand why these students prefer to keep silent in their classroom. It has been
observed that the majority prefer to be quiet, do not participate in class activities and even not raising their
hands when teacher asks some questions. The researcher has coded these interviews and observations as
‘characteristics’ that are related to various speech acts such as the settings of the teaching, the level of the

participants, the goals, act sequences, keys, perspectives and genres.

Classroom moment (1)

MA students were silent in a class entitled "Linguistics & Culture".
Setting: a well-equipped classroom accommodates comfortably the eleven students, a green board
facing the students.
Participants: There are two kinds of participants. The first is a Sudanese professor and the second
are eleven first—year English linguistics graduate learners.
Ending: To hand over and initiating the topic of discussion
Scene event: The instructor got into the classroom greeting his students. They were busy with taking
notes from their classmates. The notes were of the previous class. They were given some minutes
to finish them. As feedback he asked them a question related to their previous lecture and connected
with their current lecture and they did not respond actively. They even avoid eye contacts with their
professor. The professor started demonstrating the answer after long absence from the students.
Key: Serious but hesitant to take part
Instrumentalities: The professor used different teaching techniques that is a "Power Point
presentation " to promote interaction. An easy lecture topic. Open the floor. Elicit answers. Give

their own views but the norms of interaction were as follows:
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+ students- students (silence)
+ students- teachers (silence)
+ teacher - students (try to break up silence)

Genre: lecture introduction

Classroom moment (2)
The professor presented some topics on the green board to warm them up towards selecting their graduation
projects. The professor and the students had meetings on a weekly basis to follow their projects progress.
Setting: MA classroom equipped with modern teaching aids
Participants: A female professor and eleven first —year English Linguistics graduate students.
Ending: Share and initiating the topic for presentation
Norms of speech strategies: (Students in groups)
+ students- students (do not appear to want to speak)
+ students- teachers (not reluctant speakers)
+ teacher - students (lack of confidence, telling his own experience)

Genre: lecture on Linguistics & culture

6. Findings of Interviews

The main purpose of this research was to identify the phenomenon of silence in EFL classes in the
context of Sudan and to identify the existence of silence with illocutionary force and without illocutionary
force through using the technique of interviewing from the cohort of this research study. It is also important
to mention that the overall findings of the interview of the participants of this research are in line with the
results of what has been gathered through the technique of observation. It is reported that silence is a
‘background’ to verbal communication and that it comprises of various acts and shapes of human
communication (Nakane 2006). It is argued that Silence may without illocutionary force, which falls into
the category of non-propositional silence whereas the opposite to it carries illocutionary force (Troike,
2003). Troike (2003) further explains that silence with illocutionary force can be involved in the
communication interaction, which can give more emphasis on sentence types, which form the fundamental
unit of linguistics communication. One can ask if she or he says something without delivering a word. On
the other hand, silence without illocutionary force may be result of ultimate apprehension, distress and

hesitant (Kurzon, 1997 cited in Nakane, 2006).
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While responding for interview question, a vast majority of the respondents stated that, they are
usually in the habit of asking anything from their teachers or even they feel hesitant to reply to the teachers’
questions. Thus, what transpires is that majority of Sudanese EFL learners neither actively participate in
the proceedings of the teaching sessions nor do they communicate with their teachers or class fellows.

One of the students responded in these words: “I feel comfortable not to speak or ask questions from
my professors because I do not like that my friends may feel that my questions are not important”. Another
responded that “my class fellows do not help me to speak more in class, I mean, um... they are not very
helpful ..... frankly sometimes they make fun in front of the teachers or after the classes”. Another important
aspect has been highlighted by third participant who stated that “if you ask me, some teachers also smile
when I ask a question which is stupid, ah...not very smart. And this also makes us shy”.

The responses of the participants of this study may be summarized as follows:

Majority of the students prefer to keep silent during the classroom proceedings and most of the times, it is
one-way traffic with the teachers lecturing while the students are busy taking notes without any active
participation in the process of classroom interactions. Most of the times, majority of the students prefer to
ask the questions about the points they do not understand after the classroom proceedings which highlight
the previous research that a great number of Sudanese students feel embarrassed and shy to speak in the
target language in front of their peers because they are afraid of they may make fun of them.

Reported Causes behind Silence in Classes

The data generated through the intervention of the researcher through observations and interviews
has revealed several causes and reasons behind making it difficult for Sudanese EFL learners actively
communicate in classes with their peers and professors. The following are some of the participants' answers,
which reveal the causes behind their silence.

Preference for using Arabic

Several students have mentioned that their mother tongue plays an important role in their habit of
being hesitant to communicate in the target language. One participant responded as follows:

“We Arabs love our language Arabic you know. Many of us feel that Arabic language is

superior to others and may be why we use more Arabic language in discussion in our classes”

Problems with the Target Language
It has also been revealed that majority of students are not very proficient in English language even
at post-graduate level and this lack of confidence in the target language somehow force them to stick to

Arabic language. Furthermore, it is also probable that they do it so that they understand each other better.
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“If I have to ask something from my teacher, I like to ask in Arabic and when teacher force me
to speak English, sometimes I do not ask my questions. I do not want my friends laugh because
of my poor language”

“When I speak or ask question in English language, my teachers do not understand exactly what

my question is. I do not ask in class. I ask after class”

Lack of Confidence
Some students lack of confidence is another major cause as identified by interviews.
“My English not very good. If I speak I am worry and feel shame when my fellows smile or
look at me. I like to keep silent. Or I ask in Arabic language. In my opinion, my class fellows
should help. If they do not smile, may be I speak and ask more questions.”
Large Classes
“Now we are not many friends in class now. But we have big classes in schools and also in
university. All were not my friends. It is difficult for me to speak in front of many students. [
ask questions from my teachers when I finish classes.”
It transpires that presence of many students around them and especially the one who are not much

familiar to them make them shy and force them not to interact in the target language so that they do not lose

face in front of their peers.

Cultural Inhibition
Role of the teachers
Four students out of the total eleven has stated that sometimes the roles of the teachers are not
very encouraging that inculcates inhibition and deter them to use the target language inside classrooms
while taking to their teachers or even their peers. One of the responses has been:
“Some teachers also smile when I make a mistake ...may be in grammar or even in
pronunciation. And one more bad thing is when any teacher does that, the other students also

make fun. I sometimes feel afraid to ask questions”

Fear of Peer Responses
One such response is as follows:
“Your peers will laugh if you make a stupid mistake....I mean sometimes my friends feel that

when I ask a question I am showing off. That makes me not to ask more questions.”

——
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Nature of Activities "Sometimes we do participate and speak to each other you know ...... , we were
active... In the Linguistics & Culture course, we spoke to each other more and actively when the teacher
gave us work to finish in group work.”
Past experiences
“Now the teachers are more helpful and sometimes they talk about to other students......I
mean they stop students to smile or make fun and that encourage us to use English
language..... but actually in schools we had this problem so much. All students laughed when
we even tried to speak and teachers also with them. Our past experience is also a cause which

make us silent”

Influence of Peers
A vast majority has expressed a strong concern about the behavior of their peers and friends
because their negative behavior and comments have been identified one of the major causes behind the
shyness and inhibition. They prefer to be silent in class to avoid being laughed at. It is also informed that
as all other students keep silent, I also prefer to be silent as well.
“Your peers will laugh if you make a stupid mistake....I mean sometimes my friends feel that

when I ask a question I am showing off. That makes me not to ask more questions.”

7. Comparison of Contradicting Results from Observations and Interviews

There seems an apparent contradiction in the data generated from observations and interviews as
some of the students are shy by nature and that makes them keep silent indicating that are not external
reasons but only because that some students are not social by nature. Rather some students have been quoted
as being introvert who prefer to keep silent. But the researcher has found out that there was no denying the
facts that some students were very silent and they preferred not to respond to any type of questions and not
to interact with any types of replies. However, there were differences in their attitudes as most of them did
answer some of the questions in a seminar room whereas their behavior was strictly opposite when they
were in big classrooms. Another important finding has been that most of the students, who preferred not to
participate in any class activity, were rather very active in talking to their friends in corridors after the
classes. But certainly, they were not interacting in the target language but resorted to use Arabic language.
This seems to suggest that it is not their personalities in terms of extroverts or introverts but their fears of

using English language for some reasons.
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8. Discussion (Silence Pattern)

The data generated from both data collection sources seemed to suggest that the silence pattern among the
participants of this study has important propositional communicative component created most probably by
illocutionary forces and culture inhibition that usually students prefer to keep silent. The data has reported
that the main reasons behind their preference to keep silent include their past experiences, large classes,
negative attitudes of the students as well as the teachers towards encouraging them to speak, their negative
remarks, some classroom activities, silence of other students in classroom, lack of confidence, fear of
adverse comments, cultural inhibitions to use English language in front of their peers and teachers.

The pattern of students’ silence in the MA linguistics classes resembles significantly with the ‘face
model’ presented by researchers in the field (Zhou & Ho, 1992; Wang & Yang, 2005). ‘Face negotiation’
is a construct that is related to psychology and bears social implications. As far the psychological
implications are concerned, face aspect is identified by Zhou and Ho (1992) as a construct that is closely
corresponded to social appreciation and self-assessment as well as morality/other evaluation. As for the
social implications re concerned, ‘face negotiation’ is defined as a process to discuss the appropriate place
in the system of relationship, executing the suitable roles, and behaving in a manner that is acceptable in
the given cultural parameters of the group one belongs to (for example Sudanese EFL students) so that a
person ensures acceptance and respect in the society. Therefore, we can conclude that a person is supposed
to have ‘face’ if they are behaving in a manner, which is according to the expectations and standards of a
society. It has also been reported that both psychological and social constructs bear a complex relationship
and cannot be separated from one another and to some extend are indispensable. This seems to conclude
that this complicated construct is an outcome of certain social and psychological factors (Zhou, 1992). Chen
(2003) posits that a dynamic context is instrumental in providing a base where these psychological and
social factors interplay which largely depends on the number of people involved, their abilities, level of
acquaintance among the audience and to a large extent the level of formality of the situation concerned.

The results produced by the data analyses of the observations and interviews have indicated a strong
association of ‘face model’ presented by the researchers in this social and psychological field (Zhou & Ho,
1992; Wang & Yang, 2005). The models of silencing of the learners in the MA linguistics classes seem to
suggest that during their teaching sessions the students prefer to be silent to keep face so that they ensure
harmony and close association with the group they belong. They do not want to behave in a manner which
is not expected of an EFL learner or what other people feel foreign or not appropriate. This finding is in
line with the proposition that the construct of face is not related to individual personalities but face

negotiation is closely bound to the social factors of context and the situation concerned (Zhou & Ho, 1992).

11
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The results also offer valuable insights into the fact that ‘face negotiation’ is to some extent influenced by
the personality of the students but largely it depends on external factors such as their past experiences, large
classes, negative attitudes of the students as well as the teachers towards encouraging them to speak, their
negative remarks, some classroom activities, silence of other students in classroom, lack of confidence, fear
of adverse comments, cultural inhibitions to use English language in front of their peers and teachers.

The results partially confirm the findings of the previous research that has been conducted in the
same academic context. For example Ahmed (2018) has stated that large classes the main cause behind
ineffective English language teaching in Saudi universities because this factor hinders them to take an active
part in classroom discussions as well culturally they seem hesitant to communicate in English language
with their classmates. A study conducted by Al-Seghayer (2011) also bears strong affinity with the findings
of the study in hand. He has reported that among the various other factors that negatively affect English
language teaching process in the KSA, the Saudi EFL learners’ cultural inhibition and their inability to take
an active part in classroom proceedings and activities is the main reason. He has further mentioned that
another factor is related to less qualified English language teachers who unknowingly enhance their
students’ confidence to speak in front of their class fellows. Al-Jarf (2008) has investigated the situation of
English language teaching and reported that lack of encouragement from their peers is a main reason of
Saudi students’ silence.

Al-Zahrani (2008) has investigated Saudi university undergraduates from King Saud university and
concluded that they lack the required level of proficiency in the target language because of their negative
attitudes towards various important learning techniques such as taking active part in classroom discussion,
having enough practice through mutual discussion and utilizing the modern internet facility to enhance their
oral skills. The findings of this study also confirm the results of Educational Testing Services (2009) which
suggest that the results of Saudi students in international text seems to suggest that they are far behind their
counterparts from other Asian countries because of their cultural inhibitions. Ahmed (2020) has also
reported lack of integrative motivation is the reason that they do not want to learn English as a mean to
communicate; therefore, lack a genuine urge to take part in class discussions and improve their oral skills.
The same findings have been reported by Rababah (2003) who has investigated communication Problems
among Jordanian EFL learners and concluded that they are unable to achieve the required proficiency in
the oral skills in English language because of lack of the required support from their peers, teachers and the
society in general. A growing mass of investigations made in Arab context seem to suggest that students’

inability to actively participate in class discussion, lack of practice in the target language, large classes,
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cultural inhibitions, lack of support from peers and society, etc. are the main reason behind low proficiency
level among Arab learners (AlFadly, 2003, Al-Hazmi, 2004, Ministry of Education, 2006, ).

Results also indicate that usually there are mixed ability groups and the students with high English
language proficiency dominate the classes and frequently ask questions from their teachers; thus, leaving
little space for weaker students to take part in classroom discussions. Furthermore, the weaker students also
feel that if they speak and make mistakes, the students with higher proficiency will make fun of them and
consequently, the weaker students are caught in the vicious circle and remain rather weaker because of their
lack of active participation. The social feature of the process of face is another strong reason behind this
situation as because of the well-accepted rules and frames mentioned above to ensure harmony with the
society as well as to keep the hierarchical relationship intact also force the students to keep silent in classes.
Some participants emphasize that it is feature- lengthen tendency one keeps silent in these types of classes
and unfortunately, it has become a part of negative practices. Similarly, the following comments also show
that some students prefer to keep silent but they do not want to give impression to their peers that are
showing off, “Your peers will laugh if you make a stupid mistake....I mean sometimes my friends fee that

when I ask a question I am showing off. That makes me not to ask more questions.”

9. Conclusion and Recommendations

This section contains the main conclusions based on the results generated through the data analyses
of the observations and interviews conducted with the participants of this study. It has been reflected that
the informants of this paper prefer to keep silent during teaching sessions for various reasons. The first
reason is that they do not want to lose face and want to keep harmonious relationships. Their efforts to main
‘face negotiation’ is reported to have been influenced by various factors such as large groups, unfriendly
classroom seating plan, level of familiarity with their peers, kinds of classroom activities, social
relationships, cultural inhibitions, their lack of confidence on their own abilities and fear of negative
evaluation by their peers and teachers.

The data analyses suggest that EFL postgraduate learners represented by the participants of this
study bear strong inhibitions towards taking an active part in various classroom activities because of fear
of negative responses from their class fellows in general and sometimes from their teachers as well. It is
also reported that usually the situation is not as bad at university level as it is there in Sudanese schools.
However, some postgraduate students bear these fears because of their previous unpleasant experiences and
incidents they encountered when they used to be at schools. These unpleasant memories have entrenched
deep in the psychology that make it rather difficult at university level as well to interact with their teachers

and peers during their teaching sessions. Likewise, it is also reported that due to the presence of some better
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students in classes who usually dominate the classes, relatively weaker students find it rather difficult to
overcome their fears, come forward, and participate actively in discussions. Low proficiency level is yet
another reason that force the students not to communicate in the target language with their teachers and
peers. The paper, hence, posits that the in-class concealment of face, as a matter of general practice as well
as a religious bodily practice, is identified as a strong marker of local culture that creates strong reactions
which often, if not always, inculcates an emotional repertoire that create strong fear causing silence in
classes.

Based on the conclusions presented above, it is recommended that for better English language
teaching process it is important that these psychological and social inhibitions be tackled professionally and
on urgent bases so that postgraduate students are able to get maximum academic benefit from the teaching
sessions. It seems important that English language teachers should discuss these issues candidly and frankly
with their postgraduate students. There will be no denying of the fact that as the students are adults and
because of their mature attitudes, they will be able to understand that their fears are unfound and baseless.
Once this is established, then it will become extremely easy to motivate them to start interacting with their
teachers as well as peers to discuss various academic topics in classes. It is also imperative that the teachers
should encourage them by providing positive reinforcement when they ask any question or comment on
any academic discussion. It is also suggested that the students should be encouraged to help each other in
asking questions and becoming active participants of classroom proceedings. Inclusion of frequent group
work and pair work will be an effective technique to provide them with an opportunity to overcome their

fear of speaking in front of the whole class.
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interest in originality and genius asserted by Bloom’s theory as stated by the art historian
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Michael Baxandall (1985). Therefore, ‘influence’ has to do with the author and the
Theory of Influence, historical / socio-political context of the text, and studying it requires studying the context
Intertextuality, Context, Bertolt  of the text. The study of ‘influence’ has proceeded anonymously and was neither able to
Brecht, Julia Kristeva, accommodate for different analysis such as psychological, feminist, Marxist, and others,
Antigone, adaptation. nor for studying two texts regardless of their historical priority. Hence, it lacks the benefits
of implementing an interdisciplinary approach. This narrow form of ‘influence’
considering authors as agents and questioning their originality has begun to be obsolete
as it shaped authors as authoritative disregarding the reader’s role and promoting outworn
humanism. Shifting the focus to the reader encouraged the procedure of ‘intertextuality’.
In fact, Julia Kristeva was the first to coin the term ‘intertextuality’ based on Bakhtin’s
dialogism which suggests multiple meanings in each text and even in each word and the
continual dialogue with works of literature and authors. “Every word,” Bakhtin wrote, “is
directed toward an answer and cannot escape the profound influence of the answering
word that it anticipates”. (18) This study aims at comparing Sophocles’ Antigone and
Bertolt Brecht’s The Antigone of Sophocles highlighting the significance of the intertexts
resulting from the different contexts in which these plays and adaptations were made, in
addition to explaining the political and social dimensions in the adapted discourse. The
study, therefore, highlights the intertextual webs in the examined texts, denoting the

infinity of meanings in the adaptations of Sophocles’ Antigone.

Kristeva’s intertextuality signifies focus on the text, the author, the reader, and correspondence with
other works as well. For her, the meaning is mediated through by codes introduced to the writer and the

reader by other texts rather than being directly transferred from the writer to the reader. In other words, the
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meaning of a text is produced by the readers in relation to the text as well as the complex network of texts
invoked in the reading process creating the reader’s knowledge web. It can, thus, be suggested that
according to Kristeva, the existence of any text is only in its relation with other texts; it is not the simple
juxtaposition of texts, but as argued by Bloome and Hong (2012) in Reading and Intertextuality is “the
deconstruction and reconstruction of dominant theories of semiotics, linguistics, hermeneutics, language,
reasoning, and related topics including reading, composition, literary theory, and how a text is defined” (1).
The suggestion that a text is constructed of a variety of other texts was anticipated by Roland Barthes (1977)
in his The Death of The Author where he argues that the text is a “tissue of quotations drawn from the in
numeric centers of cultures” (146). McGann (1991), as well, argued that “[a]ll texts are socially and
historically relative including all Meta-texts such as scholarly commentaries and editions” (93). Therefore,
intertextuality can be taken as a general term or a broad definition of ‘influence’ encompassing context,

allusion, and tradition.

According to Linda Hutcheon (2006), adaptation is not a replication to the original text; it is kind of
re-invention, and it involves the adapted product, the process of invention as well as the process of reception.
Meanwhile, Julie Sanders in her Adaptation and Appropriation (2006) argued that any adapted text can be
compared to other adaptations as well as to the original text highlighting that ‘intertextuality’ is the big
umbrella for adaptation and appropriation. As a matter of fact, though adaptation keeps the relation with
the original text, it is controlled by various factors: the target audience, the culture to which it is adapted
and reasons for adaptations.

The political nature of adaptation and appropriation has become plainly obvious. Accordingly,
postcolonial writers employed adaptations to express their political views. Almost any modification of
historical cultural works is considered adaptation, which fits into the broader process of cultural recreation.
The dominant class's voice tends to be the only one that is preserved by the cultural works and monuments
that have survived. This cannot be done unless through reconstructing the dialogue and marginalizing the
voices of the silenced and oppressed. Linda Hutcheon maintains in her book 4 Theory of Adaptation that
“adaptation is a form of intertextuality” as readers interpret them through the “memory of other works that
resonate through repetition with variation” (Hutcheon 8). Julia Kristeva asserts in her book Desire in
Language that “Bakhtin situates the text within history and society, which are then seen as texts read by the
writer, and into which he inserts himself by rewriting them” (Kristeva 65).

Bakhtin postulates the need for what he calls a translinguistic science, which, developed from the

dialogism of language, would allow readers to understand intertextual relations; relationships that in the
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19th century were labeled as social values or the moral message of literature. An adaptation, like the work
it adapts, is always framed in a time and place, society, and culture. The narrative is both different and the
same when the setting, either in terms of time or location, changes. Readers repeatedly recount,
demonstrate, and engage with stories; in the process, they alter with each telling while remaining
recognizable as the same, as Hutcheon maintains that “[ A]daptation, like evolution, is a transgenerational
phenomenon” (Hutcheon 32). Kristeva further maintains that any text is a trans-linguistic tool that is an
intertext in its nature which is a set of utterances “taken from other texts, intersect and neutralize one
another” (Kristeva 36). The earliest form of intertextuality was ‘influence’ which was replaced as it doesn’t
provide a more comprehensive political understanding of texts. Jay Clayton and Eric Rothstein maintain in
their article “Figures in the Corpus: Theories of Influence and Intertextuality” that:

[A]lthough every text possesses countless points of intersection with other texts, these connections situate a
work within existing networks of power, simultaneously creating and disciplining the text’s ability to signify.
Foucault insists that we analyze the role of power in the production of textuality and of textuality in the
production of power. This entails looking closely at those social and political institutions by which subjects
are subjected, enabled and regulated in forming textual meaning (Clayton & Rothstein 25).

All these initiatives attempt to raise awareness of how intertextual networks influence not just how
We perceive language but also how we live as social and political beings. Clayton and Rothstein added,
“[f]or either the earlier or the later author, such influence as counts is likely to be a nonliterary, nonintellectual
influence from infancy (let the Oedipus complex be its token), which in later life emerges in recognizably sublimated
form or unrecognizably, when it remains concealed behind acts of rhetoric or ideological funneling” (Clayton &
Rothstein 15).

Intertextuality becomes an activity focused on embodied and gendered agents rather than shifting
reference fields, thus examining how a text's intertextual links evolve over time to record historical
development is important. The concept includes principles of action which are part of a political and
historical project. These matters can recover their original urgency for readers only if they are retold within
the unity of a single great collective story. In The Political Unconscious, Frederic Jameson states that in
order to free one’s self from any constriction, one must recognize that everything is socially and historically
rooted and that everything is in the end political. Jameson affirms that the political resonance of literary
texts is important as he states that “[I]t conceives of the political perspective not as some supplementary
method, not as an optional auxiliary to other interpretive methods current today-the psychoanalytic or the
mythcritical, the stylistic, the ethical, the structural-but rather as the absolute horizon of all reading and all
interpretation” (Jameson 1). He adds that “only a genuine philosophy of history is capable of respecting the

specificity and radical difference of the social and cultural past while disclosing the solidarity of its politics
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and passions, its forms, structures, experiences, and struggles, with those of the present day” (Jameson 2).
He maintains that only Marxism offers a philosophically coherent and ideologically compelling solution to

the above historicist dilemma and can adequately explain the essential mystery of the cultural past.

This study aims at comparing Sophocles’ Antigone and Bertolt Brecht’s The Antigone of Sophocles
highlighting the significance of the intertexts resulting from the different contexts in which these plays and
adaptations were made, in addition to explaining the political and social dimensions in the adapted
discourse. The study, therefore, highlights the intertextual webs in the examined texts, denoting the infinity
of meanings in the adaptations of Sophocles’ Antigone.

Antigone is perhaps the only play, classical or contemporary, that has been re-performed around the
world and a vast number of these performances have reconsidered and redesigned the play for the modern
era. It incorporates local and sometimes international and global concerns, which makes it universal. The
story of Antigone, premiered by Sophocles, is so "timeless" or "universal" in its narrative, structure, or
narrative that it seems as if the play existed outside of time or transcended its own history as if it has nothing
to do with the present. Antigone is retold because certain human and social struggles repeat themselves in
history, and the complex and rich structure of Antigone's narrative is, unfortunately, the terror of the
unburied dead, and becomes repetitively meaningful to represent the casualties and wreckage of the civil
war. History is shortened by the recurring injustices that cause human pain as well as the injustices that
ultimately lead to that suffering in addition to the atrocities and the labor of survivors, often women, who
come to bury the dead. Not only has it become thematically appropriate again, but this particular tragic form
seems to have the ability to express the essence of catastrophe at every moment. In fact, understanding the
world’s phenomenon of the "Antigone Fever" refers to the fascination and influence of the tragic figure of
Antigone from Greek mythology in literature. This phenomenon has captivated authors and readers alike,
inspiring numerous adaptations and reinterpretations of Antigone’s story across different time periods and
cultures. As a symbol of defiance against authority and a champion of individual moral duty, Antigone has
resonated with audiences seeking to explore themes of justice, morality, and personal agency.

In a country where ritual mourning and public burials are living central traditions, Antigone has
served as the embodiment of women's resistance to colonial oppression and patriarchy. The play featured
an oppressive dictator who prioritizes economic development. In Sophocles' play, Antigone openly defies
Creon's laws; this creates a difference between the laws of the land and a higher moral imperative that many
see as a distinction. Antigone is often portrayed as a heroine because she opposes injustice and takes steps

to overthrow oppressive regimes such as those represented by Creon. Antigone and Creon's family ties in
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the play become an overwhelming metaphor between the old reformers now in power and those who remain
dissidents appalled by the brutality of power for a close but painfully strained relationship.

The analyses and evocations of myths and variants of Sophocles that have been drawn over the
centuries show no signs of breaking. An adaptation of Sophocles' Antigone evokes the political issues raised
by the play. These very powerful works provide examples of Antigone being used to challenge oppressive
governments and individual dictators. In Eastern Europe, Brecht's 1948 version of Antigone (which
identified Creon with Adolf Hitler) was a clear paradigm. Playwrights and directors saw it as a safe means
of exploring forbidden ideas closer to home, often turned to Greek tragedy. In 1948, Bertolt Brecht staged
a German version of Sophocles’ Antigone where the setting of the play politicized the play for the political
turmoil at the time as the play had many significations related to Nazism and Hitler. Brecht's version of
Sophocles, which emphasizes human greed and atrocity, addresses the issue of Sophocles' conflicting views
of leadership. Brecht adds a prologue which prepares the audience to associate this version with 1945
Germany where two sisters discover that their brother, who deserted Hitler's army, has been hung. Creon
was called "Fiihrer" all through, and the chorus wore Nazi uniforms. These events are related to what
happened in Nazi occupied areas, as soldiers were hung from Berlin lampposts and any attempt to release
their bodies would be immediately executed. Also, in December 1943, German forces invaded the village
of Kalavrita and gathered all the men and killed them. Defying their orders, the women of the village
escaped from the schools in which they were imprisoned, risking their lives to mourn and bury those who
had been murdered. These events were the outset of Brecht’s adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone. Brecht
was always against dictatorship and never missed an opportunity to criticize Hitler in his works. In an
interview, he says:

Question: Did you show how the individual should act toward the state?

Answer: Only how Antigone acts toward the state of Creon and the elders,

Question: Nothing else?

Answer: Other things.

Not surprisingly, parallels can be drawn between Creon and Adolf Hitler, as Brecht's adaptation
depicts Creon as a tyrant modeled after Hitler who only wants power. Creon was portrayed in Sophocles'
play as a ruler who wanted to ensure the security of Thebes and saw himself as a protector of Thebes who
considered it his duty to work for the best interests of the state. This is evident in the following lines:

Creon: So there’s no war?

Antigone: Yes, yours.

Creon: Not for the country? (Brecht 22)
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Contrary to Sophocles’ Creon, Brecht's Creon waged a war to obtain the metal of Argos, and
represented imperialism, as he admits that his motives for attacking Argos are financial. The play can be
considered a discourse on imperialism with references to Hitler. One can clearly see his motives for his war
with Argos are economic as he repeatedly mentions Argos as “rich”. By revealing a materialistic Creon,
Brecht confirmed that Antigone was a clashing figure who was for peace and stood for the people.

In Sophocles’ version, he was accused by Antigone for his disregard for the gods and favoring the
laws of the land to the laws of the gods; however, Brecht emphasizes Creon’s inhumanity in his adaptation.
But both playwrights reach the same conclusion that justice is part of the way things work. The difference
is that Sophocles’ basis is God and Brecht’s is humanity as in Sophocles, Creon disregards religion and
family and in the Brechtian version the law and the people are ignored. In Brecht’s version, she feuds with
Creon for being humane rather than pious:

Creon: The state’s order, that is from God, you do not see.

Antigone: From God it may be but I’d rather have it human and humane.” (Brecht 25)

This was an attempt from Brecht to modernize the discourse. This is what Julie Sanders maintained
in her book Adaptation and Appropriation stating that adaptations “can also constitute a simpler attempt to
make texts ‘relevant’ or easily comprehensible to new audiences and readerships via the processes of
proximation and updating” (Sanders 19). According to Clayton & Rothstein, “[a] text is made of multiple
writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation,
but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not... the author”
(Clayton and Rothstein 20). Brecht's concern was how to make Antigone attainable to modern audiences.
This is perceived by him to be done through alternating the myth into politics and eliminating the element
of fate.

The result of Brecht’s plan is his alienation effect which discards the tragic effect that would bring
about sympathy for any of the characters as he was against any kind of emotional engagement with the
audience. Brecht attempted to do this through making the chorus have a neutral viewpoint and leaving out
Eurydice’s death. This is in addition to the scene when Creon grieves for his son and more for his doomed
Thebes:

Creon: So now Thebes falls. And let it fall, let it with me, let it be finished (Brecht 50).

Brecht's method has a policy as it interprets the world as unstable and therefore changeable. Such a
position suggests that situations or behaviors do not represent an eternal state but are subject to human
influence. He foregrounds the argument that a man is accountable for his personal situations. This leads the

audience to ponder over Creon's actions, concluding that it was his own action and not the work of fate.
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This insight seems very important, because Brecht thought that audiences would relate the same rationale
to their condition outside the theater and try to act upon it, as he is concerned with dealing with individuals
as part of dynamic systems. By alluding to instability, Brecht meant to indicate that changes can be made.
This has greatly influenced Brecht's understanding of theater and politics, as he directly linked the type of
theatre which gives rise to emotions to the rise of fascism which silences masses. Brecht set himself the
task of countering this sentimentality in his theater. He developed his alienation effect to avert audiences
from empathizing with the characters and to force them to think rationally. David Barnet maintains in his
book Brecht in Practice: Theatre, Theory and Performance that:
[M]arxism is a political philosophy with a long history and a complex set of principles. Its most
important features for Brecht were: Marxism addresses inequalities in society and proposes ways
of overcoming them. These ways are not based on reforming an already flawed system (capitalism),
but fashioning a new and better one (socialism). The hope for change is based on the instability of
any social system and is brought about by an unchanging methodology: dialectics” (Barnett 19).
Brecht was a Marxist following the collapse of communism in Eastern Europe in the early 1990s.
Marxism itself was downplayed and dismissed as a set of unworkable and unworkable ideas. If "Brechtian"
has become synonymous with "Marxist," then such an association may entrench Brecht in a discredited
politics that many see as superfluous or superfluous. Conversely, a successful Brechtian staging might well
help rehabilitate the tenets of Marxism, at least for some in the auditorium.

These changes go a long way toward keeping the public from feeling sorry for Brecht's Creon. He
states:

Question: This, surely, is the point at which the public at large can sympathize with Antigone, for it

will feel what she feels, and share her arguments?

Answer: It is more important that here Antigone feels what the public at large feels, and shares its

arguments.
For Brecht, this was the type of theatre that Hitler used to be in control. In Gustave Le Bon’s book The
Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind, he states:

[TThe evolution of the present age—The great changes in civilisation are the consequence of
changes in National thought—Modern belief in the power of crowds—It transforms the traditional
policy of the European states—How the rise of the popular classes comes about, and the manner in
which they exercise their power—The necessary consequences of the power of the crowd (Le Bon

iX).
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He adds that “[T]he progressive growth of the power of the masses took place at first by the
propagation of certain ideas, which have slowly implanted themselves in men's minds, and afterwards by
the gradual association of individuals bent on bringing about the realisation of theoretical conceptions” (Le
Bon xi). Adolf Hitler used theatre of empathy for mass mobilization and propaganda purposes, as crowd
theory paved the way for Nazism. His aim was to exploit the crowds as a means of commanding masses
which mobilize them for his own interest and bring him to power in addition to manipulating the masses
for dictatorial political ends. Hitler recognizes the importance of political propaganda during World War I;
so, he had to think carefully about what message to spread and how. The importance of propaganda and
maneuvering was only a part of Hitler's plan and Brecht's purpose through the play is to apply theatre as a
means for enlightening people.

To conclude, since the first production of Sophocles' Antigone, each production has been a dynamic
enactment of comprehension. In performance, drama is born and reborn, as art reveals a specific practice
crystallized into modes of production with highly diversified and multiplied manifestations. The Antigones
that have been retold for years are, in large, part of the re-creations of different political contexts. This
discourse invariably strikes a raw nerve exposed in all cultures and regimes at some point. This nerve
appears to be inextricably linked with the ethics of personal and political responsibility; however, these are
interpreted in different places and times. As a result, the play's primary pulse has a strong tendency to
deconstruct whatever set of contingent categories we decide to impose on it. If there is anything 'universal'
about Antigone, it is in the way both the play and the characters are mobilized, as it has been shown to
exceed inventory. The play’s transhistorical, transcultural, translingual elements paved the way for its
assimilation and alteration. The relationship of Antigone and Creon and the myths in which they appear are
considered universal and they change over the centuries. Named or implied, the two figures and the deadly
dispute between them illustrate fundamental elements of the discourse on man and society. In addition,
productions of Antigone have been used to fight for the legitimacy and recognition of local cultures in
contradistinction to hegemonic national, colonial, and global cultures. Even more pervasive was the role of
the ‘Antigone’ in the real lives of individuals and communities. It has become a vehicle for articulating the
problems of modern nations as it belongs to many nations. Antigone’s narrative is global in response to
specific historical, cultural, and artistic needs, as an adaptation can be used to respond to broader social or
cultural criticism. In every way, Brecht's version is free of tragic overtones, as what is presented to the
spectator is not an emotional experience of events, but rather a more intellectual kind of experience, as what
he wanted to do was to save the work from the label of tragedy. He wanted to make it clear that tragedy

leads to catharsis, leaving the audience unable to think critically about the situations being enacted. His
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adaptation of Sophocles’ Antigone presents an interesting combination of ancient and contemporary
elements. This production represented a first step in examining the question of complicity through a play

which is distant in time and place from the present of Germany, this transhistorical element was crucial.
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I am not free while any woman is unfree, even when her shackles are very different from my own
(Audre Lord)

Dystopian narrative has come to be the focus of academic studies in the 20th century, mirroring
hunger, terror, violence, and repression. It gradually eliminated the fictive utopian imagination by showing
the long-neglected side of the coin. People’s constant need to live in a perfect utopian world is best
manifested in Thomas More’s description of this world in his masterpiece Ufopia (1516). Since More’s

Utopia, fictitious countries- mostly islands- have been dreamt of and created in literature. The construction
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of a utopian world is thoroughly affected by the current events in societies, aiming at changing the
circumstances for the better by pinpointing them.

According to Henry Lewis in 1747, the term “dystopia” has been coined and spelt “dustopia”. In
fact, the term has been used as well in John Stuart Mill’s 1868 speech in parliament. Gregory Claeys states
that the word “dystopia” has been derived from two Greek words, dus and topos, which denotes an ailing,
a deficient or a faulty place. In Dystopia: An Earlier Eighteenth Century Use, the term “dystopia” that was
coined by Henry Lewis in 1747, was defined as “an unhappy country”. It probably appeared in the mid-
eighteenth century, but the usage of the word “dystopia” has taken a different-more meaningful turn in the
late 20th century basically in literature. Since “dystopia” has been lately related to literature, Sargent defines
it in his In Defense of Utopia (2006), as “a non-existent society described in considerable detail and
normally located in time and space that the author intended a contemporaneous reader to view as
considerably worse than the society in which the reader lived” (15).

Tom Moylan (2000) encapsulates the backdrops against which this type of narrative was written
maintaining that

[D]ystopian narrative is largely the product of the terrors of the twentieth century. A
hundred years of exploitation, repression, state violence, war, genocide, disease, famine,
ecocide, depression, debt, and the steady depletion of humanity through the buying and
selling of everyday life provided more than enough fertile ground for this fictive
underside of the utopian imagination (12).

In light of that argument, it can be implied that dystopia predicts a fearful future and emerges from
a set of problems. This refers to the fact that a dystopian text is characterized by some features which cannot
be overlooked such as the militarized or war-centered societies, tyranny, slavery, extreme brutality, beating
as a punishment of disobediencce to authority, and diseased spaces. Furthermore, sexuality usually looms
large in the incidents of a dystopian text. It is a taboo that is linked to disobeying God and is considered the
epitome of sin. However, a glimpse of hope takes place in the text when the crowd decides to revolt and to
act against the oppressive authorities.

Since this century has been a time of growing doubts, increasing uncertainty, alarming incidences,
and looming crises, it became triggering to document this pessimistic state in literature. Apocalyptic
literature has made this possible by reflecting the awaited prophetic destruction of the world. According to
the Oxford English Dictionary (2010), the word apocalypse is translated from Greek and means
“uncovering” and in religious contexts it usually refers to something hidden. Hence, one comes to

understand that apocalypse is considered a feature of dystopian discourse, as it highlights the prophecies
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related to demolition and chaos. In an apocalyptic patriarchal society, it seems to be normal that the
dystopian genre has been dominated by male writers, and which has triggered female writers to document
the possible amount of transgressions and humility faced by women in the coming future. Sarah Lefanu
asserts that the dystopian genre is not only identified by “a male bias” but is also reinforced by “a cultural
and political male hegemony” (187). As a result, female writers have aimed at opposing and undermining
the dominant ideology which has been long outlined by men. Lefanu adds that such literature, created by
women is usually “subversive, satirical and iconoclastic” (187). Furthermore, the amount of inequality
witnessed by women — and projected in feminist dystopias has been expressed by Simone De Beauvoir
(1949):
Now, woman has always been man's dependent, if not his slave; the two sexes have
never shared the world in equality. And even today woman is heavily handicapped,
though her situation is beginning to change. Almost nowhere is her legal status the
same as man's, and frequently it is much to her disadvantage...In the economic
sphere men and women can almost be said to make up two castes; other things
being equal, the former hold the better jobs, get higher wages, and have more
opportunity for success than their new competitors. In industry and politics men
have a great many more positions and they monopolize the most important posts.
(680)
Hence, it can be understood that the features of feminist dystopia are dedicated to bringing justice to women
by highlighting the atrocities faced by them and neglected by most male writers.
As a matter of fact, this concept of feminist dystopia has been manifested variously
in different mediums of narratives are being susceptible to a study of the adaptation theory. According to
Harvey R. Greenberg (1998), adaptation is “repetition, but repetition without replication. And there are
manifestly many different possible intentions behind the act of adaptation: the urge to consume and erase
the memory of the adapted text or to call it into question is as likely as the desire to pay tribute by copying”
(115). Arguably, adaptation as a phenomenon can be defined by relying on three definite but interrelated
interpretations. In Linda Hutcheon’s 4 Theory of Adaptation, she stated that one way of defining
“adaptation” is by regarding it as formal entity or product; it is a substantial transposition of a specific work
or works. The process of adaptation would, definitely, involve an action of “transcoding” that may include
a shift of medium — a short story to a film or performance- or genre generally resulting in a context narrating
the exact story but from a different perspective. According to Mbye Cham, adaptation is a process of

creation as it always involves “both (re-) interpretation and then (re-) creation; this has been called both

31

——
| —



British Journal of Translation, Linguistics and Literature (BJTLL)

appropriation and salvaging, depending on your perspective” (300). Moreover, Hutcheon regards adaptation
as a process of reception explaining that it is a form of intertextuality, saying that “we experience
adaptations (as adaptations) as palimpsests through our memory of other works that resonate through
repetition with variation” (8).

Since adaptation can involve a shift of medium, it is essential to highlight performance theory as a
possible transposition of an adapted text. In Herman Rapaport’s The Literary Theory Toolkit: A
Compendium of Concepts and Methods, he stated that “[p]erformance has become a field of study that is
interdisciplinary in scope, including anthropology, sociology, psychology, philosophy, communication
studies, literary study, visual art, and the performing arts (theatre, music, dance)” (135). This understanding
of performance studies has also been agreed upon by Richard Schechner — who is recognized as the pioneer
in this field- as he has asserted that this field must be constructed and regarded as a “broad spectrum” of
human actions fluctuating from different genres and arts (15). It can be advocated that this field has a
massive appetite for inviting and inventing recent kinds of performance. On this regard, Richard Schechner
- one of the main founders of performance theory - asserted that “[a]s a field, performance studies is
sympathetic to the avant-garde, the marginal, the oftbeat, the minoritarian, the subversive, the twisted, the
queer, people of color, and the formerly colonized” (17). It is worth noting that this history of performance
studies will be studied in detail below with a special reference to the examined Ballet performance.

In fact, this study attempts to examine the ballet adaptation of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s
Tale (1985). The ballet was performed in 2019 and presented by Ecole De Dance Anick Macconnel at Fever
International Dance Championships The paper adopts a feminist dystopia perspective and attempts to
highlight the significant inevitable changes that occur when adapting a novel to a ballet performance — a
six-minute-performance in this case. Furthermore, the study capitalizes on the amount of dehumanization
female figures had to undergo with much attention given to Offred who is the main protagonist of the novel
as well as in the adaptation. The adaptation is going to be tackled in the study through pointing out the
significance of the medium specific features of the selected ballet performance such as the significance of
ballet movements, the choice of music, and lights displaying the ramification of brutal authoritative
governments and attempts of resistance. This is going to be analysed in light of feminist dystopian fiction.

In fact, one can strongly argue that Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale portrayed a dystopian
society where the dominant minority has enslaved the subservient majority. Freedom is only enjoyed by
men whereas women have been burdened with roles in the society that they cannot deviate from. Arguably,
freedom -and the lack of it- is one of the predominant features in dystopian discourses which can easily be

found in most of them. Typically as a dystopian text, human beings were underprivileged by depriving them
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of their individualism and conditioning them to behave as per their social status. The Handmaid’s Tale dealt
with several issues of positioning women in society and their sexual equality which mainly stem from the
second wave of feminism. Struggles and obstacles women had to undergo were highlighted to underline the
fact that they should remain steadfast and fight for their freedom. The Handmaids’ Tale is still open to
infinite interpretations and female identity will always be put in question.

Performance studies and dance studies have been utilized as modern methods of expression that
serve a higher purpose. Movement is considered an expressive and a functional form of language leading
to coding messages in performances with an attempt to involve spectators in the act of decoding them. The
spectators are expected to scrutinize movements, facial expressions, and costumes to apprehend the main
plot and the climax that eventually unravel layers of meanings in the performance. Performance studies’
roots were in theatre and have evolved thereof. In fact, the rise of performance studies is profoundly
indebted to the work and efforts of Richard Schechner. However, defining performance studies is
problematic as it is subjected to multiple and on-going alternations. Schechner argues that “[t]his
area/field/discipline often plays at what it is not, tricking those who want to fix it, alarming some, amusing
others, astounding a few as it side-winds its way across the deserts of academia” (357).

Consequently, it can be argued that performance symbolizes identities, reshapes minds, and tells
stories. According to Marvin Carlson’s Performance: A Critical Introduction, performance can be
understood as “a central metaphor and critical tool for a bewildering variety of studies, covering almost
every aspect of human activity. Performance discourse and its close theoretical partner, ‘performativity’,
today dominate critical discourse” (9). Having clear-cut definitions and distinctions between the notions of
“performance” and “performativity” is unattained; however terminologically, performativity underlines the
idea of executing, and by far accomplishing an action. This performativity occurs to all actions whether
verbal, physical, or even written. In her book Bodies That Matter, Judith Butler elaborates on the same
subject, saying that performativity can be acknowledged as “the reiterative and citational practice by which
discourse produces the effects that it names” (2), which sheds intensive light on the capacity of language
and expressive actions to function as types of social action or to have reformative functions. Thus, it can be
stated that though performance establishes performativity itself as the object of inquiry, pinning the terms
down is extremely challenging.

The physical embodiment of written texts reflected in the utilization of choreography that has
effaced the misconception of the existence of dichotomy between written discourses and kinesthetic ones.
Choreography cannot be defined directly for its complex connotations. As a term, it appeared in the 1950s

and has been long defined as the formation of movements in various times and spaces. However, the
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definition goes beyond such a simple notion. Based on Jonathan Burrows’ A Choreographer's Handbook,
“Choreography is about making a choice, including the choice to make no choice” (40), choices that include
having a recurrent movement in the performance, or wanting some degree of spontaneity. This physical
embodiment of texts can be reflected in dance performances which eventually suggest depending on
ethnography as a methodology of research.

As stated by Theresa Jill Buckland in her essay “Dance, History, and Ethnography”, ethnography
helps in investigating “the customary dance practices of an aggregate of people, such as an ethnic or cultural
group” (16). However, there is “no consensus about the meaning of the term “ethnography,” even within
its home disciplinary bases of the social sciences” (17). Based on this, it can be argued that observing and
highlighting human interactions in dance performances allows insights into social settings in which these
performances take place. Along with this comes the usage of praxeology to facilitate the understanding of
human conducts. It can be claimed that there is an interrelation between knowledge of various occurrences
in society and actions done towards them. As explained by Clare Rigg, praxeology is the theory of practical
knowledge where knowledge “should serve practice and a core value that the point of understanding a
situation is to change it” (2). One cannot help but notice that values and ethics as well are being molded by
the society, and thus comes the benefit of praxeology. Setting the foundation to this, one then denotes that
rationalizing dance movements can happen within the scope of feminist theories as layers of misogyny and
patriarchy may be detected.

In general, dance can be described as being a mirror to the ideologies and beliefs societies embody.
In other words, the gender-divisions established by societies can be traced in it. In his essay “Dance, Gender,
and Culture”, Ted Polhemus states, “[w]hen [ was a teenager growing up in an American suburb in the late
1950s and early 1960s, I was taught to dance at school, against my will, I might add. Whether 'slow' or 'fast'
these dance steps and the macho behavioural activities which framed dance movement per se had one thing
in common: the male led” (12). This emphasizes the fact that male domination has even reached arts. When
examining ballet performances as a type of dance that mirrors societies, it can be denoted that gender
differences find fertile soil in it. It has been contended that ballet could strongly be regarded as misogynistic
in nature.

Resting on Ann Daly’s article “The Balanchine Woman: Of Hummingbirds and Channel
Swimmers”, it can be stated that ballerinas are being portrayed in an angelic way, setting unfeasible
standards for women. Daly argues that ballet provides “a powerful but regressive model in a social milieu
where women are struggling to claim their own voices” (9). Additionally, one can indicate that in ballet

women are usually physically maneuvered by the men and are positioned in an attempt to be subjected to
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and analyzed by the male gazes. On stage, men are perceived as the physically muscular, and more balanced
of the two. On the other hand, women are physically fragile, and need the aid of the male dancers to finish
movement. Hence, leading roles are given to male dancers, while female ones perform the roles decided
upon by males. Conceivably, such performances have been set up by male choreographers and, thus, women
bodies have been objectified, controlled, and seen through males’ perspectives. Daly asserts that “[n]o
matter what the specific steps, no matter when the choreographic style, the interaction structure, pointe
work (Pointe work is a part of classical ballet technique resulting from a desire for female ballet dancers to
appear weightless and light footed), and movement style of classical ballet portrays women as objects of
male desire rather than as agents of their own desire” (17). Being provocative in nature, dance and feminism
have collided to challenge authority and, in turn, innovative choreography has opted to give voice to the
silenced. It could be noted that the socially constructed barriers which women must abide by have been
greatly questioned by dance, though not completely abolished. In context, where speech is largely
forbidden, body language comes into service.

Exploring the representations of women on stage is one of the fundamental concerns of dance studies
when collided with feminism. In her In the Margins: Dance Studies, Feminist Theories and the Public
Performance of Identity (1999), Julia Zdrojewski states, “the use of feminist theories in dance studies can
be seen specifically during early American Modern Dance and the 1920s and 30s (33). This proves that
the objectification of women on stage didn’t go unnoticed. Several physical features were imposed on
female dancers which can be claimed as being part of the objectification. The size of their bodies dictates
the proper level of femininity a female dancer should have and generally a female in such a patriarchal
society. Arguably, diminutive figures indicate expected submissiveness and fragile nature. Such demands
in dance — ballet in particular- are mere reflection of cultural and social standards about women. In Jennifer
Clement’s Reforming Dance Pedagogy: A Feminist Perspective on the Art of Performance and Dance
Education, it has been postulated that

Dancers are not born, they are made. Movements are performed in a manner that
reaffirms patriarchal notions about women’s and men’s positions in the world and dance
classes actually construct the desired bodies that are considered appropriate based on an
individual’s anatomy. Women adhere to strict regimes, which minimize overall size,
builds [sic] flexibility and leg strength while men build stamina and speed (24).

In ballet, male and female dancers’ relationship often depends on “support”, male dancers are
frequently encouraged to strengthen their arms and legs’ muscles to support the female dancers when they

lift them. However, since feminism — the second wave in particular- has been characterized by combating
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gender inequality, challenging authorities has been the ultimate aim of feminist choreographers. Those
feminist choreographers, who are all women, have taken the responsibility of awakening the minds of their
spectators by creating performances that include movements which transcend and empower female dancers.
As maintained by Hannah McCarthy in Women on the Floor: A Study of Feminism in Modern Dance
History, “the early 1960s brought a period of unrest in the dance sphere as well as the political. It was a
time of great experimentation and rebellion from the “technical” modern dance to which Graham,
Humphrey, and many others had contributed. This is the movement now referred to as “post-modern dance”
(22). Hence, this signifies that efforts have been exerted by feminists to alter the misrepresentation of
women on stage.

Due to all the aforementioned techniques of ballet performance and its being an entirely different
medium of familiar narrative, putting a magnifying glass on the performance in quest is an essential need
when trying to unravel the threads and knots in it, supported by a set of movements, colours, and music. As
mentioned above, the ballet adaptation of Margaret Atwood’s text has been presented in 2019 by Ecole De
Dance Anick Macconnell at Fever International Dance Championships. Fever IDC is a Canadian dance
competition covering various locations across Ontario and Quebec and it is directed by Jerome Bobb. The
ballet performance presented here is a sort of a non-verbal contemporary adaptation to the text written by
Atwood and it tackles the same issues through classical ballet movements set as infrastructures to the whole
performance. Scrutinizing The Handmaid’s Tale ballet performance will be based on the assumptions that
codes are sent to the audience by resorting to physical movements. In six minutes and twenty-six seconds
— which is the duration of the performance- multiple methods have been utilized to defend the rights of the
dehumanized women presented in Atwood’s text.

The examined ballet performance has been chosen particularly depending on the fact that ballet —
as an art empowers women. In an interview with Prof. Nevine El-Kilany — the Dean of The Higher Institute
of Art Criticism in Cairo- she has strongly refuted the on-going misconceptions that ballet demeans and
degrades women. Moreover, El-Kilany continues to assert that most ballet performances are led by
ballerinas while having male dancers as their supporters; they lead, and male dancers follow. Consequently,
one can infer from El-Kilany’s words that claims such as those being set by Jennifer Clement in her
Reforming Dance Pedagogy: A Feminist Perspective on the Art of Performance and Dance Education are
mere accusations that need to be addressed through on-stage pro-feminism performances. Clement states
that “movements are performed in a manner that reaffirms patriarchal notions about women’s and men’s
positions in the world and dance classes actually construct the desired bodies that are considered appropriate

based on an individual’s anatomy” (24).
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Veering from that, the choreography created in this adaptation is meant to help the audience question
the aim behind the whole performance. For instance, one finds that the performance is initiated by utterances
and quotes from the text. In fact, it is supported by several extracts. Introducing the setting and the main
protagonist to the audience has been done through a few words, “a chair, a table, a lamp, and a window
with white curtains, and a glass that is shatterproof. But it isn’t running away they’re afraid of; a handmaid
wouldn’t get far. My name is Offred, I had another name, but it is forbidden now, so many things are
forbidden now.” Those are several extracts mainly collected and combined from chapter two in the written
text. It is worth mentioning that the narrator has been replaced by the voiceover in this ballet performance,
indicating a literal adaptation of the text itself. The voiceover has probably been inserted to create and
communicate a range of sensations. It usually helps in delivering messages that resonate with the audience.
To clarify, some of the messages that could be understood here are: women are not only captivated by men
but by their own gender as well, women shouldn’t throw up their hands in defeat, and that fighting back is

essential when dealing with a misogynistic society.

Figure 1.1 The Handmaid’s Tale performance at Fever IDC, 0:29

Since the ballet performance adaptation is a different medium of narrative where all traditional
narrative techniques are re-contextualized, it’s noticeable that oppression is manifested in the movements
of the performers. For instance, the ballet movement known as Frappé which is described by Lee Winston
Campbell in his Recognizing Classical Ballet Steps Using Phase Space Constrains as “raising the working
foot vertically by bending the knee and hip until the hip makes a 45* angle, then rapidly straightening the
knee and ankle to kick to the side” (15) along with the circulation of the ballerina’s hand — who plays the
central role in the performance- around her neck could be indicative of an attempt on the choreographers’

part to draw an image in the minds of a female being suffocated after a rope has been tied.
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Moreover, the performance aims to reflect the different types of oppression witnessed by women as
being presented in the text. One infers that not only the government oppresses women but also women
themselves are complicit in such actions; the wives and the aunts act as jailers. One finds that Aunt Lydia
in various scenes correlates with the patriarchal government in threatening and tying down fundamental
freedoms of women. To elaborate, Aunt Lydia has taken the protagonist by the neck as a means of
preventing her from escaping this so-called “holy” mission. In addition, she has used a whip as a way of
punishing the handmaid after her attempt to escape. This gives a vivid and unsubtle notion of the amount

of physical and emotional suffering women must endure (Figure 1.2).

Figure 1.2 Fever IDC, 1:14

It can be argued that emotional suffering is by far greater than the physical one. Being dehumanized by
one’s own gender and not having any support from those who presumably should share and be acquainted
with one’s pain is a kind of an embedded defeat. Feeling betrayed and stabbed in the back leave scars more
than a whip can ever leave.

Furthermore, ranks even among women were preserved and the mobility between the categories
established by the government were forbidden. The wives were subjugated by the patriarchy and though
presented as powerless trophies; they still manifest their slight control by projecting their authority over the
handmaids. In the performance, plié, described by Performing Arts Special Interest Group in 1998 as “a
bend of the knees while the torso is held upright. The action relies on varying degrees of hip and knee
flexion, with ankle and MTP dorsiflexion, depending on whether the plié is demi- or grand” (5), has been

used as a transition movement to shift our gazes from the unjust practices done by the aunts to those of the
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wives. The bending of their bodies could indicate a hierarchical doctrine where the fertile breading women

- the handmaids- are submissive to the barren ones.

Figure 1.3 Fever IDC, 0:52

To shed more light on the atrocities of the wives, it is glaring that a state of apocalypse overshadows
the whole performance as one cannot hide his shock when seeing children being ripped away from their
birth mothers. Blatant as it could be part of Gilead’s terror stems from usurping women from their rights to

nurture their own children, the wives take part in implementing this to serve their own agendas.

Figure 1.4 Fever IDC, 5:06

Since forced obedience is often resisted, one infers that -unlike Atwood’s text- the protagonist in
the performance tries to combat the oppression practiced upon her by almost all segments of society. The
protagonist’s resistance is an epitome of the rest of the handmaids’ desired resistance who share the same
miseries and aspirations. In figure 1.5 below, the handmaids’ facial expressions reflect the suffering and

horror they must tolerate to bypass being hung on the walls. In the aforementioned interview with Prof. El-
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Kilany on the 1* of June 2021, she strongly highlighted that when attempting to analyze performers’
movements, one should put in mind their facial expressions as they have fundamental implications that are
expected not to be neglected by the audience. In this respect, one can decode the performers’ expressions

by inferring that the witnessed resistance has been lacking from the text and glorified in the performance.

Figure 1.5 Fever IDC, 4:57

Thus, it can be claimed that the choreography in the ballet adaptation has conveyed the handmaids’ feelings
of distress and agony into movements. The brutal treatment practiced upon women by both genders and the
misogynistic attitudes of men have been exuded through the male dancers. It can be affirmed that the ballet
movements have given the same patriarchal nature of the setting found in Atwood’s text.

Concerning the other techniques used in the ballet adaptation, colours and lighting were used to
reflect the state of apocalypse the handmaids are living in. In Heinrich Zollinger’s Color: A
Multidisciplinary Approach, he has strongly asserted that there is a direct connection between colour and
human consciousness, frequently they “give visual representation of the message” (163) needed to be
delivered to the audience. In addition to this, every colour chosen in an art has “a specific purpose, religious
or otherwise. The main aim would be to give the observer an impression of intense luminosity” (163). In
fact, Atwood has classified women in her text to mirror the hierarchal society they’re trapped in through
attires. Likewise, the ballet adaptation has covered this fundamental aspect by classifying dancers/
ballerinas through their coloured costumes. Red and blue are the most dominant colours in the performance
as being worn by the handmaids and the wives respectively. The use of both colours could significantly be
anticipated as a means to engrave definite depictions in the minds. Zollinger states that “red” is frequently
used in various forms of arts to present luminosity and brightness, “most probably because of its relationship
to the brilliance of fire” (163). Presumably, Atwood has tried to show the distinction in attitudes and
treatments of the handmaids and wives through their clothes’ colours. To further emphasize this, Zollinger

has stated that red and blue are two opposites as they are usually being utilized to “draw a distinction




BJTLL 4(1 Winter 2024):29-45

between light and darkness” (164). Resting on this, the lighting in the performance is probably used to add
more depth to the apocalyptic setting. Accordingly, one can realize that the merging of darkness and
brightness from the first scene is meant for a reason. The lighting has prepared the audience to witness
violence and legalized rape reformed to appear as heroic actions. Hence, it can be claimed that colours and
lighting were main assets in the performance for creating an intense mood and atmosphere for the audience

to enhance the understanding of the handmaids’ suffering as shown in the below figure.

Figure 1.6 Fever IDC, 0:02

Colours and lighting are not the only integral parts of ballet performances as music plays a great
role in delivering meaning to the spectator and filling in some gaps that were not fully covered by the ballet
movements or colours or lights. Music also helps in the reinforcement of meaning. Music theatre is essential
in ballet performances as it can help in reflecting social issues and acts as a hook that attempts to play on
the feelings of the audience, moving those feelings to be in favor of the protagonist of the show. In Ryan
Thomas Green’s Music Theatre: Concepts, Theories, and Practices, he asserted that “music theatre can be
used as an umbrella term to describe any theatre driven by music such as opera, musicals, ballet, cabaret
and some contemporary music” (5). Resting on this, one could assume that implementing music in 7The
Handmaid’s Tale ballet adaptation has to do with setting an apocalyptic mood aligning it with the dystopian
theme of the performance. Since the theme of the performance determines the tempo used in it, the
soundtrack Dance For Me Wallis was chosen to mirror the conflicting emotions present in the plot. The
soundtrack was composed by Abel Korzeniowski for Madonna’s 2011 movie W.E. The reason behind

choosing this soundtrack suggests the prevailing sense of puzzlement in the original movie itself, which by
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far the exact intensified emotions in the adaptation. The tempo of the soundtrack starts with a slow pace
and then it speeds up, the lack of fixation could be interpreted as an echo to the erratic incidents of the text
which were preserved in the adaptation as well. Moreover, the manifestation of the combating trials from
the side of the handmaids has been vivid in the ballet performance through This Woman’s Work song. This
suggests that the lyrics of the song embody empowering words to women and an insight to their feelings
which they were forced to conceal. In the performance, the song has been played from the minute 4 min till
the minute 5:35 min in an attempt to provoke the feelings of the audience and strongly play on their
subconscious minds. Kate Bush’s 1989 released song was written by her with a melody that opted for
creating feelings of crises and struggles being encountered. The song invites feelings of resilience and
resistance to tyrannical practices of men, “I know you have a little life in you yet, I know you have a lot of
strength left” (4:30). It can be argued that in the written text the presence of the narrator is equivalent to the
presence of music in the performance as both play on the feelings. One can easily share the painful feelings
and thoughts of the narrator through reading and can easily acknowledge the same suffering through
listening to the embedded music. Thus, defying the monolithic attempts of male figures has been
accomplished in the performance by using soundtracks and music.

To conclude, one can argue that the existence of hidden/unsaid language in art has played a vital
role in exploring long-neglected female issues. Performance and dance studies have proven to be essential
modern methods of expression employed to narrate stories. Written texts were re-created and physically
embodied through choreography. It was also proven that ethnography and praxeology are -more or less-
integral parts of the scrutinization of performances. It can be detected that social settings and human actions
are both found in the background of dance performances to serve as justifications for actions that have been
performed. To further clarify this, one can state that choreographers have designed several ballet
performances to support marginalized females and unravel much suffering they are experiencing. The ballet
adaptation of Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale performed by Ecole De Dance Anick Macconnell
has helped in the incarnation of females’ agony present in the written text. As a form of a dystopian
narrative, the examined ballet performance reflected extreme measures of horror, violence, oppression, and
resistance. It becomes clear that utopia is an unattainable aspiration and thus, due to the restriction of
establishing it, critical utopia has emerged thereof. Having witnessed several imperfections embedded in
any so-called utopian society, a critical dystopia has stood on equal footing with it but includes a pessimistic
outlook on life. Through critical dystopia, multiple warnings have been given to defy conspicuous
destruction. As explained above, the ballet adaptation represents the second wave of feminism when

challenging the patriarchal and inhumane practices against women. Moreover, the storyline in the




BJTLL 4(1 Winter 2024):29-45

performance tracks the humiliation of women such as lack of personal freedom and being oppressed by
both genders. The ballet performance fully reflected the suffering and agony witnessed by the handmaids;
the ballerinas’ facial expressions and body language were nonverbal signals to establish direct connections
with the spectators. Feelings of puzzlement and fear were expressed by Offred in the performance through

tempo where the soundtracks start with slow pace and then they rapidly speed up as stated above.

Finally, the previously mentioned findings can be refuted, subjected to more scrutiny using different
approaches, and can also suggest a future digging into women’s rights in general. The recommended
research could be done specifically on the aptness of utilizing varied mediums of narrative to reflect the
sufferings of women and the harmful practices that can later cause traumas. Regarding recommended
further research in the same topic, it could be conducted on the representations of femininities and
masculinities in digital media, the politics of masculinity and femininity, agency, the intersection of gender,

race and social class and its influence on identity expression.
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ARTICLE DATA ABSTRACT

This paper explores the ways in which scholars have reconciled the different
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Accepted: 30 March 2024 interpretations of the variant lections/readings of the Quran with the mutawatir. The
;:s):ll::n(elz)élwmter 2004 mutawatir refers to the readings that have been transmitted by a large number of
DOI: 10.54848/bjtll.v4i1.79 reliable narrators in each generation, making it highly probable that they are correct.
KEYWORDS The variant readings, on the other hand, are those that have been transmitted by a

Quran, gira'ah smaller number of narrators or that have some other element of doubt surrounding
, qira'a

(lection/reading), them. The paper begins by defining the terms "gira'ah" (reading/lection),
Mutawatir (reliable), shadh ) . . .
(tare), interpretation, "mutawatir" (reliable), and "shadh" (rare). It then discusses the different methods

dialect, context, situation. that scholars have used to reconcile the different interpretations of the variant

readings with the mutawatir. These methods include: Interpreting the variant
readings in a way that is consistent with the mutawatir; explaining the variant
readings as being due to differences in dialect or pronunciation; and attributing the
variant readings to different contexts or situations. The paper concludes by arguing
that the different interpretations of the variant readings can be reconciled with the

mutawatir by using a combination of these methods.
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