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Abstract:
Black British women cannot be counted amongst thesale playwrights who have profited
from the “revolution” within British theatre — a @&opment which Heidi Stephenson and
Natasha Langridge have attributed to the last dechthny, especially feminist, scholars
have pointed to the fact that black women are matgied as well as silenced in British
cultural and political discourses and regimes gpfesentation. Consequently, the search for
identity very often is an issue black female plagiws are concerned with in their writings
about black women’s lives. Drawing on African-Angam, but mainly British scholarly
discourses of performance and dramatic texts as$ @aselon theories of identity and
representation, this paper analyzes the ways inolwdackie Kay's<Chiaroscuroand Winsome
Pinnock’s Talking in Tonguesepresent black female identities. It will arguett both
playwrights portray black women'’s search for idgnis an ongoing process of becoming
and depict black female identity as complex and ufismeously influenced by and
interwoven with issues of race, gender, sexuality laelonging.
1 In 1997, Heidi Stephenson and Natasha Langritijeds “British theatre, in the last
thirty years, has undergone nothing short of altgam — from a point where the woman
playwright was almost an anomaly, to the presentyhich more women are writing for the
stage than ever before (ix).” However, there alg arfew black women amongst the twenty
female playwrights they have interviewed for themok. Even though black British women
playwrights finally started to play a role in theatfrom the mid-1980s onwards, this
“revolution” did not include them as they still aae the margins of British theatre (Griffin,
Playwrights 35). Contrary to white women’s plays, few of blagkmen’s writings for the
stage are actually published after their perforregiRonnuswami 218) and have only become
the subject of scholarly attention within the lagb decades. Then, theatre scholars, such as
Elaine Aston (1995) or Lizbeth Goodman (1993),tetato include chapters on black British
women playwrights in their books on feminist theatit was only in 2003 that the first
monograph to focus on black women’s plays only, rigéd Griffin’s Contemporary Black
and Asian Women Playwrights in Britaiwas published.
2 Many, especially feminist, scholars have pointedhe fact that black women are

marginalized as well as silenced and othered itisBricultural and political discourse and

! In Britain, contrary to the United States, themeblack refers to black and Asian people alike,ssufing
people from Africa, the Caribbean and Asia underiibmogenous category “non-white” (Dahl 52). Du¢ht®
lack of a term “that does not glorify ‘race’ yetkmowledges the existence of racialism” (Ifekwunigiidd), this
paper will use the term black as a political omejuding all people from Africa and the Caribbeamovsuffer
discrimination because of their skin colour or ahdiescent
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regimes of representation (Mirza 3). Consequelttlg, search for identity very often is an
issue black female playwrights are concerned witlithieir writings about black women'’s
lives. Drawing on African-American, but mainly Bsit scholarly discourses of performance
and dramatic texts as well as on theories of itlemind representation, this paper analyzes
the ways in which Jackie Kay&hiaroscuroand Winsome Pinnock’$alking in Tongues
represent black female identities. It will arguattboth playwrights portray black women’s
search for identity as an ongoing process of beegrand depict black female identity as
complex and simultaneously influenced by and inteewn with issues of race, gender,

sexuality and belonging.

Black British women playwrights in 1980s and early1990s Great Britain

3 While a distinct black British theatre emergedha 1950s and various plays by male
black playwrights were produced by the end of tBé0k, theatre work written by black
women was only encouraged as well as recognizen 11@86 onwards — the year the Second
Wave Young Women’s Project set up a National YoMvigmen Playwright's Festival in
South London and Winsome Pinnock®s Hero’'s Welcomewas staged by the Women's
Playhouse Trust for the first time (Croft 85-86)ewdrtheless, as Meenakshi Ponnuswami
argues, some black women already played “crucifsbstructural roles in shaping black
British performance arts” during earlier years (R earl Connor, for example, ran thdric
Connor Agencyestablished in 1956 to represent black artisteeatre, from 1958 until 1974
and founded thdlegro Theatre Workshap 1963 (218).

4 Various factors were responsible for the fact thack women started to play a more
prominent role in 1980s British theatre. Firstlyamy were discontent with the limiting roles
they had to play as actresses and the generakepiadion of black women in theatre at the
time. Black women were now eager to represent Hiatlale experiences on stage from their
perspective. Secondly, the second generation ofignamts, many of whom were either born
or had been raised and educated in Britain, wa® nmatined to openly object to the values
and discriminations of the Empire than their pasemad been (Goddaréeminisms27).
Young black women were especially politicized bg tirass-root activism and the political
as well as community work of the 1970s/80s. By 19B&re were approximately twenty
women’s groups, such as tBé&ack Women'’s Groupr theOrganization of Women of Asian
and African Descentind a black feminist theory had developed owt ofitique of the white

2 Due to the limitations of space available, theyplare mainly read as dramatic texts, even thosgeais of
their performance on stage are sometimes disclassee|l.
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feminist movement and its failure to address radiffierence (Ponnuswami 221, Starck
230)3 Additionally, from the late 1970s onwards, severaports on so called ethnic
minorities’ arts, such as Naseem KhaiBe Arts Britain Ignores: The Arts of Ethnic
Minorities in Britain (1976), raised awareness and resulted in the gment’'s funding of
black — with no special attention paid to black veonthough — theatres, as the authorities
were willing to act for equal opportunities afteeturban riots of 1981 (Goddafgeminisms
20 ff.)

5Black and feminist theatre groups, the formerioatly dominated by black men, the latter
by white (middle-class) women, also gradually betgahe more open towards black women
playwrights. In 1984, for example, tiack Theatre Cooperativetaged Jaqueline Rudet’s
Money to Live(Croft 86) and one year later tidomen’s Theatre Groupresented a multi-
racial policy in order to include more non-whitemen into their company. Since it was not
easy to fulfill such policies, the company only fpemed its first all-black production of
Sandra Yaw'<Zerri’'s Choicein 1989 (Aston 81 ff.). Black women’s plays at tivae were
mainly produced in either black or women’s companihich toured nationally or in off-
West End venues such as thecycle Theatrein Kilburn. Amongst the white (male) led
venues th&koyal Court Theatrevas the only one to stage work by black Britismven on a
regular basis (GoddarBeminisms23).

6 However, black women started to organize thein dhneatre companies in the 1980s
as well. Bernardine Evaristo, Paulette Randall Batticia Hilaire founded th&heatre of
Black Womenn 1982, for example. The company’s single polguideline announced to
focus on work by black women playwrights only, nrakithem visible by putting forth
workshops and summer schools in disciplines suchctiag, writing, directing and stage
managing (Croft 87). Even though the company isamégd as having been “crucially
important [...] in the history of the developmentlddck women’s performance in Britain”
(Goddard,Feminisms26), it had to disband in 1988 as it did not haufficient money to
stage its plays appropriately due to a stop in fumpdGoodman 153, 155). Other theatre
groups founded by black women, however, did nowipie®o comparable opportunities for
women playwrights. Talawa, for example, establisinet985 by Yvonne Brewster, who had

become the first black woman drama officer in thisACouncil in 1982, did not produce a

% For a discussion of in how far theatre by blacknea can be considered as feminist and how blackemom
regarded the issue themselves in the 1980s, cbnAshapter six, Goodman chapter six, and Goddard,
Feminismsl-13.

* For the problems the state’s funding of black aftsing that time posed for black British artists ¢
Ponnuswami 222 f.
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play by a female playwright until 1991 (Ponnusw&8) and only had its first performance
of theatrical work by a black British woman in 19@Boddard Feminisms25).
7 Therefore, and due to a relative lack of spealiffcblack women’s companies, the
majority of black women playwrights was subsumetd e larger black male and/or white
feminist organizations, and often had to choos&éen highlighting race or gender and/or
sexuality in their plays (25 ff.). Lynette Goddaadcribes the absence of a sustained black
women’s theatre movement, inter alia, to MargarkatCher's neo-liberal policies of the
1980s, which promoted individuality and thus a tshiivay from collective identities and
organizations. The Thatcher government also immgrsé its subsidies for the arts and
focused more on including black arts into the magan than funding black companies
individually. The result was a decline of many fenhy subsidized black theatre groups in
the late 1980s and early 1990s and thus, againceeldthe opportunities for black women in
the theatre business of the new decade (28-30héfunore, although the 1980s saw quite lot
of productions of plays written by black British men in comparison to earlier periods, the
scripts were often unlikely to be published. It wady in 1987 and 1989 that the first
published collections of black British plays apgeh(Ponnuswami 218pix Plays by Black
and Asian Women Writerpublished in 1993, was the first anthology tolesively contain
work written by black and Asian women (George 5).
8 Black women'’s plays of this period dealt with elise topics ranging from examining
the effects of migration and history on women’sfito teenage pregnancies to notions of
beauty. Many let black women tell their own stordesl tried to undermine a focus on either
race or class or gender or sexuality, challengmfetypical images of black womanhood
(Griffin, Playwrights15; Goodman 181). With regard to form, the mayoat black British
women playwrights resumed the realistic traditiamiscontemporary British theatre, but
presented narratives rooted within a diasporic edntvhich disrupted the conventional
structures of realism and made women the centigksts of the play (Ponnuswami 224;
Goddard,Feminisms51). Nevertheless, some playwrights, such as dakhly, also used
alternative forms of theatre like the choreopoemictv combined poetry, music, dancing and
theatre to disrupt the borders between stage atiéraae, reality and fiction or black, white
and mixed-race (GoddarBieminismss2). Kay and others admitted they were influeniogd
the 1980 West End production of American playwribhbzake Shange’s farolored girls
who have considered suicide, when the rainbowus, &hich, according to Susan Croft, was
a “revelation for black women writers” (86) as ihployed poetry and dance in its search for
identity.
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Concepts of Identity and Representation
9 This quest for identity very often lies at theahieof plays by black British women,
too. Writer, activist and filmmaker Pratibha Parmagplains why the issue is so important:
[T]he question of identity has taken on colossaigieparticularly for those [...] who
are post-colonial migrants inhabiting historiesd@ispora. Being cast into the role of
the Other, marginalized, discriminated against, #adoften invisible, not only with
everyday discourses of affirmation but also witthia ‘grand narratives’ of European
thought, black women in particular have fought $seat privately and publicly our
sense of self: a self that is rooted in partichiatories, cultures and languages. (58)
Initially encouraged to come to Britain after thec6nd World War and the decline of the
Empire, a diverse group of people from former c@ermigrated into the country from the
late 1940s onwards. Once in the metropolis, howdhely found themselves categorized as
one racially and culturally homogenous out-groupd aonnsidered as a problem, “an alien
presence disturbing the English peace” (Dahl 42vesal political measures and acts
controlling and restricting immigration in the 1368nd 1970s served to institutionalize and
further the racism found in white British populaisaburse (42; Joseph 199). Likewise,
Margaret Thatcher still invocated the notion ofrétary English culture not to be polluted by
people from abroad even though by then “an incngaproportion of those who trace[ed]
their descent to the ex-colonies [...] [were] born &b least raised and educated] in Britain”
(Dahl 52). However, the predominant national Bhitidentity was built upon a hegemonic
white ethnicity, so that black men and women nerdgdelt displaced and doubly alienated
— both from their ‘homeland’ and from the ‘mothemnatry’, where they permanently had to
explain a continued presence as ‘Others’ (GrilRemainsl99; Mirza 3; Dahl 46).
10 In the late 1970s/early 1980s, the wish for wgresisibility and more equality led
black men and women to form alliances and orgap@dically based on assumptions of
shared authentic subjective cultural and historeogleriences as black people. While these
strategically applied identity politics had the powo mobilize, they nevertheless erased all
cultural, historical and individual differences atidcontinuities the diverse communities and
individuals were marked by (Ang-Lygate 182; Griffinlaywrights10; Mirza 3-4). Claims
for the recognition of multiple identities and @ifences amongst black people and the
growing discontent with a hierarchy of oppressiomaece was mostly considered as the
primary identity — highlighted the limits of an wrdtanding of blackness as an essentialist,

universal and homogenizing category (Ang-Lygate; Migza 8)°

® |t is important to point out, however, that “thésea radical difference between a repudiationhefitlea that
there is a black ‘essence’ and recognition of tley Wlack identity has been specifically constitutedthe
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11 In the wake of these realizations, black cultwdics began to re-theorize the
concepts of identity and difference (Ponnuswami 223Vhereas cultural identity has been
regarded as fixed as well as rooted in a univefaatual past and culture before, it is now
seen as a fluid matter of “becoming” and “beinggnsforming in a continuing process of
positioning oneself and being positioned withincdigrses of history, culture and politics
(Hall 393-395). According to the sociologist andteral theorist Stuart Hall, the diaspdtic
identities of black British people are simultandgdsamed by resemblances and continuity
as well as by differences and rifts (395). Thisagption of identity “lives with and through,
not despite, difference” (402). It is also closebnnected to notions of meaning-making and
the political and cultural construction of the sd@ategories race, class, gender and sexuality
as Hall defines identity not as an already accoshpli fact, but as “always constituted
within, not outside, representation” (392). Repm¢atons are generally understood to
portray and constitute as well as uphold notionw/lét is assumed to be real and true about
humankind. This means they can easily become paositfrom which identities are
(re)constructed in culture (Brewer 1; Godddtdminisms). Moreover, as bell hooks claims,
certain stereotypes about black women occurred hitewimagination first, meaning that
constructions of identities in society can be pdeckby their representatiorfSglvations0).

12 Black British women have historically been negdtom Eurocentric popular as well
as cultural and/or political discourse about ragtass, gender and sexuality, inhabiting the
empty spaces in-between and thus being deniedentpdo speak for themselves and to be
heard (Mirza 4). bell hooks’ critique of black wom situation in the United States can
equally be applied to their lives in Britain: “Whdxack people are talked about the focus
tends to be on blaakien and when women are talked about the focus temth& ton white
womeri (Woman 7). Lacking the subject positior($jom which to derive the power to
represent themselves and tell their own storieackblBritish women were racially and
sexually othered, their identities being creatddrior to the white (male) norm as well as to
the ideals of (white) womanhood (Brewer 121; Godd&eminisms5). According to
Goddard, the concept of true womanhood “was coedtm terms of beauty, femininity and

experience of exile and struggle” (hooB$ackness120).

® Stuart Hall equates diaspora with hybridity anffedénce and understands it as “recognition of ssasy
heterogeneity and diversity” (401 ff.). SimilarBratibha Parmar considers it a concept that embrapdurality
of differences and “a way out of essentialism” (59)

" This paper follows Mary Brewer’s understandingsabject position(s) as “a material cultural spaa#dwing

one to speak and to be heard as well as a “pdlgtaadpoint from which one may [...] define and ipret the
meaning of one’s own experience.” The word positfoget in the plural as subjectivities are condege being
“composed of multiple identities that often compaiel conflict with one another” (Brewer 121).
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morality that were only achievable for white uppéss women [...]; black women [...]
were positioned as ugly, masculine, sexually deégl and immoral in comparison
(Goddard, Feminisms5 f.). Just like blackness, black womanhood wascgieed as a
homogenous, given and stable category. This clegposed ideas about women’s fluid as
well as simultaneously multiple identities and sahiyvities (Ang-Lygate 173-175).

13 Performance, Goddard argues, constitutes “aal gp@ce for explorations of cultural
identity, holding within it the possibility of reodiguring the ways that we think about each
other and view the world”"Heminismsl). Likewise, Brewer points to the “deconstructive
mechanisms” of theatre which serve to dismantle @rdest hegemonic representations of
(black) womanhood (3). The following analysis wahow in which ways Jackie Kay’s
Chiaroscuro and Winsome Pinnock’sTalking in Tongueschallenge and counter
homogenizing representations of black female idestby portraying black women’s search
for identity and belonging.

Questions of identity and belonging in Jackie Kay'sChiaroscuro and Winsome
Pinnock's Talking in Tongues

14 Winsome Pinnock and Jackie Kay, who both grewimi@ [British] society which
denies blacks a voice and constructs itself inxarusion of blackness” (Godiwala 249), are
deeply concerned about questions of black Britddniity and belonging. Jackie Kay is a
poet, novelist and one of the “key writers of blde&bian plays”, born of a Nigerian father
and a white Scottish mother in Edinburgh and adbpte white Scottish parents as a baby
(Goddard,Feminisms105). In Chiaroscurq written for theTheatre of Black Womershe
explores matters of black lesbian and mixed-raeatities, naming and belonging. Through
the four female black/mixed-race (and lesbian) ati@rs, Beth, Opal, Aisha and Yomi, and
by combining theatre, poetry, music and storytgllinthe play interrogates how
communication between women can be made possildeacist and heterosexist society. It
also stages how past and heritage as well as catiegoassumptions about black lesbian
women affect their perception of and search fomiidies. After going through several
different versions in rehearsed readings and waghshChiaroscuroreceived a first full
production at the Soho Poly on 19th March 1986ated by Joan Ann Maynard, and was
published in 1987 (Goddarthtroductionx-xi).

15 Winsome Pinnock was born to Jamaican parerdington in 1961. She has worked
for radio, television and theatre and *“is undoulyteBritain’s leading black woman

playwright of the 1980s and 1990s” (xii) as well ‘ame of the very few black women
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playwrights in this country [Britain] whose work sideen recognized and celebrated by the
mainstream” (Stepehnson & Langridge 46). Her gdlalking in Tonguesvas produced at the
Royal Court Theatre in 1991, directed by Hettie Mawald, and published in 1995 (45). It
deals with the effects of Eurocentric racist angisgenotions of black women’s identity,
examining black women’s perception and fears adriaicial relationships as well as notions
of a homogenous black identity, issues of belonging the importance of finding a voice as
a black British womanTalking in Tonguess set in London and Jamaica and is written, as
Winsome Pinnock puts it herself, “within a traditi@of European playwriting, but about
subjects that take in my own heritage, my own p&®). Both playsChiarosucuroand
Talking in Tongueseven though different in form and specific subjeatters, connect black
female identity with issues of race, gender, sa®uaind history, addressing the topics of
multiple belongings, finding a voice to express’sneéentity as well as the way black female
identity is affected by stereotypical assumption®w black, mixed-race and lesbian

womanhood.

Living in diaspora: histories of multiple belongings

16 As pointed out earlier, black British men andwen alike have struggled with double
alienation. Being marked by a history of migrateomd constantly constructed as the ‘Other’
in opposition to a white British ‘Self’, necessgrled to a black British search for cultural
identity. The experience of multi-locationality, merging of various places and cultures,
increased black British women’s need for a sensbebbnging and informed as well as
(re)negotiated their fractured identities (Godddféminisms63). The four characters in
Chiaroscuroall have histories of multiple belongings informagmigration. Yomi was born
in Nigeria, but now lives in England. Beth’s ancestoriginally came from Africa, but were
later deported to America as slaves. Her fathemgver, is from St. Vincent in the Caribbean
and her mother is a white English woman. Aishaiepts came from Asia to Britain in 1953
“to work and save and work and one day return ho(l&y 71). She describes how her
parents were “invited guests” and full of dreamérat only to be “treated like gatecrashers”
later on (ibid). Being discriminated against, givee feeling not to belong to Britain, Aisha
yearns for the “country of origin”, “back home”, e#e she can get in touch with her past and
“be welcomed, not a stranger/ for who | am [..T2). As Stuart Hall explains, alienation
from one’s ancestor's homeland, such as Aisha kaereenced it due to her parents’
migration, necessarily gives rise to desires tarreto “lost origins” (402). However, these

can never be fulfilled nor requited and the origihame’ and community are no longer what
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they have been before, as they, too, have beesfaramed by colonial politics, memory
and/or desire (399). Thus, neither truly belongiaghe one nor to the other place, Aisha
dreams about a desired ‘homeland’ where she isdalar who she is but simultaneously
knows she might be considered “English” there (Kay.

17 While Chiaroscuroonly portrays the yearning for a return to thentecountry’, the
return itself is an important subject matter Tialking in TonguesPinnock takes up the
problem of dual belonging by structuring the plagusd two acts and settings which are
visibly different from one another. The first aakés place at a party in a house situated in
rainy London. Pinnock stages how the black womearadters’ sense of not belonging in
Britain is increased by black men’s relationshipthwhite women and the inherent racism
of the white populace, who does not even expectemmien to desire and/or get involved
with black women. Claudette feels left behind byeit’” men, who, according to her, “are
straining at the leash like hunting dogs on thesoéthe fox” once a white women walks by
(Pinnock 126). Curly, on the other hand, has tceeepce being presented with a gift for a
woman with white skin and to be shunned by sileafter her obviously non-approving,
white boyfriend’s parents discover she is blackl13n the second act, colourful Jamaica,
“another world” (168), is constructed against theyse of racist England as Leela retreats to
the island to recover from a break up. In Jamaiwapn swarm around Claudette instead of
white American women and Leela has the impresdiah the people “seem so at ease with
themselves [...] [and] have the confidence that cofma® belonging” (172). There, both
women think they can “walk tall” and “[s]od the amgthe wretchedness” (ibid). Likewise,
Diamond tells a story of how she was “treated [..ofrse than a dog” in England, but now is
a lady in Jamaica (175).

18 This simplistic and idealistic notion of the ftheland’, however, is slowly
deconstructed within the play. Leela and Clauddttee to discover what Aisha in
Chiaroscurois afraid of: that they are not part of a unifiehck identity, that they are
considered as tourists, who only care about “sex @cktails” (173), and that a white
woman, Kate, feels more at home in Jamaica thandbdcf. Goddard 2007: 65 for a similar
interpretation). Moreover, the inhabitants of Jaraain the play have to face similar
discriminations as black women in Britain sinceyttae treated without consideration for
their feelings. Sugar, who is sexually harassed/bye male tourists and regarded as inferior
by female tourists (170), says to Leela: “I carmtegyou what you looking for because | ain’t
got it meself” (169). She, too, struggles with fimgl her sense of self in a racist and sexist

society. By opposing England and Jamaica in hey, flannock captures the feeling “of
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belonging neither here nor there” (174), illustgtithat “nothing’s black and white” (179)
and that simplistic notions of the ‘home countrgdaa unitary black identity are just not true
and won't help coming to terms with a diasporicséamce of multi-locationality.

19 Both playwrights also touch upon similar simjdisiotions of home and belonging as
physical places. ITalking in Tonguesleff describes home as a place where one was born
but also states that this does not necessarily niiedrone feels at home, too (134). Likewise,
Jackie Kay portrays how a home can be a metaphaitea especially when one does not
know anything about one’s past (cf. GriffiRlaywrights 181 for a similar interpretation).
Opal does not remember her parents and alwayschaait for “foster parents that never
arrived” (Kay 82). When she meets Beth she feelste¢hand safe, making her say: “You're
the only family | have, Beth, the only one | cafi bame” (ibid). Thus, both Jackie Kay and
Winsome Pinnock show how a history of migration afédnation fracture and shape black
British women’s identities. Never being able tol festateless, colourless” (Pinnock 175) in a
society that marginalizes and categorizes black eoms the ‘Other’, makes them lack a
sense of belonging and evokes a yearning for a hdoneputting “it all together/ these
different bits” (Kay 72) of one’s identity.

Struggling with (hetero)sexist and racist assumptios of black womanhood

20 In addition to a lack of rootedness that ruptyperceptions of identities, the black

women characters in the plays have to come to temtis common assumptions about

womanhood, which place them in a position infet@white women. Both plays analyzed in

this paper demonstrate how perceptions of femitieauty affect constructions of black

female identity. They work against simplistic noisoof identity and counter stereotypical

notions of black (lesbian) and mixed-race womanhmpgointing to the effects they have on

black women’s perception of their identities andchsmguently their lives. As mentioned

earlier, Western cultural discourse mostly represerhite women as being more beautiful

than black women. According to Debbie Weekes, “jtelmess and its associated outward
signifiers have been used as a yardstick by whitference has been measured” (114). She
also argues that many black women have internaliaedt and sexist notions of whiteness
and the physical attributes that are connected ityituch as long, straight blonde hair, white
skin and small lips as “a norm for feminine attha@hess” (ibid).

21 Leela and Claudette iRalking in Tonguesre visibly influenced by perceptions of

female beauty. Especially Claudette voices her mafeut white women being regarded as

more beautiful than black women. She feels likeetgvblown-up picture of her [the
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stereotypical white woman] diminishes us [black vemji (Pinnock 128). Inter-racial
relationships between black men and white womenugdtb her anger and her feeling to be
invisible. She reproaches black men for dating &hibmen in order to become white: to fit
in and climb the social ladder, having been “brashed” to think that white looks are
superior (165, 128). But even though she speaksnimet and denies the wish to fit in, she
clearly has internalized racist and sexist asswngptabout beauty herself. Claudette wants to
feel beautiful and not “walk around with [her] hepd] bowed” (172), but she cannot be
herself because “you’ve always got to be readyefertt yourself’ as there are “two different
kinds of woman” (186). Hair, as “one symbol of teauty of white women in Eurocentric
discourse in opposition to notions of ‘nappy’ bldwkir as unruly, unmanageable and ugly”
(Goddard,Introduction xiii), seems to be a particular sensitive issuehfer. This becomes
evident in her story about a white girl she knewewlshe was younger: “I envied her power.
| used to pose in front of my mum’s dressing-tahbith a yellow polo-neck on my head. I'd
swish it around, practice flicking my hair backdikhe used to” (Pinnock 187). Claudette is
not the only black woman in the play who desireagylblonde hair in order to match notions
of female beauty. Irma, too, seems to have tridoléach her black hair, “undergoing one of
those torturous hair treatments — [...] the kind wehigrey put some foul-smelling cream on
your head [...]” (153). However, the treatment did work and she is left with a bald head.
But whereas Irma seems confident with the new baiand has no problem with people
staring at her, Leela can never forget her bladk female body (137) upon which certain
subjugating notions of female beauty and identity @rojected (cf. Goddardeminismsr74
for a similar interpretation).

22 In Chiaroscurg Kay’s black female characters have to cope viithsame oppressing
notions of femininity and beauty as the charadterBalking in TonguesBeth tried to fit in
with her girlfriends, “all white” (Kay 68), when shwas six by “wearing bobbles in [...] [her]
hair, as if that would make [...] [her] the same”9at eighteen, however, she started to buy
black records and books to discover “a whole newldvd69) of similarities to other black
people. In her attempt to define herself as a blaoknan, she rejected white culture and
“dumped Dostoevsky, Dire Straits and Simon and @dél” (97), pretending she never tried
to match white standards and thereby, again, nigeone part of her history that shaped
her identity. She has not accepted her ‘Otherngssand therefore is still not able to be “all
of [her]self” (96; cf. Godiwala 257 for a similarterpretation).
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23 Due to the construction of white beauty as sopeiOpal hates her outward
appearance. Discrimination and an internalizedrimfidy complex make her believe she is
white in order to belong and escape self-hatred. salys:

My face was a shock to itself. The brain in my head thought my skin white and

my nose straight. It imagined my hair was this gimbm twiddling it. Every so often,

| saw me: milky coffee skin, dark searching eydat fose. Some voice from that

mirror would whispernobody wants you, no wonder. You think you're wiiitgou

look in me. | surprised you, didn’t I? I'd stop amdll the glass to change nje.].

(Kay 78)
The mirror that is talking to her seems to be aaptedr for white racist and (hetero)sexist
society as stage directions at the beginning osdwend act readOpal stands at one end of
the stage peering into her imaginary mirror (thedaance) (96). Societal discourse, which
classifies black women as ugly, permanently rem{dgal that she is not “all right” (69). The
notions of what it means to be a black British wamwill always return” (97), they are
Opal’s “boomerang reflection” (ibid). Thus, Kayuditrates how her black women characters
cannot escape the derogatory images that are patpédtin white racist and sexist societal
discourse, and that these representations congiqueftuence black British women to
either define themselves in opposition to what they not, such as Beth, or deny their true
identities and come to hate themselves like Opfal Beewer 134 and Godiwala 251 for
similar interpretations).
24 However,Chiaroscurodoes not only focus on how black women are aftedig
racist and sexist standards of feminine beautyalaa “stage[s] arguments circulating in the
black community. [...] Do some in the black communagsume that those of mixed
parentage face less discrimination in white so@elow does homophobia within the
community strain their common effort to resist sac?” (Dahl 47) In the play, the character
of Yomi represents such racist and heterosexisteteties. Her black doll, whom she called
names like “Nigger. Wog. Sambo. Dirty Doll” (Kay 6When she was younger, is presented
as a symbol for her internalized racism at the VaEginning of act one. Throughout the play
Yomi voices stereotypical assumptions about mixaxrwomen as well as lesbians. With
regard to mixed-race women, she draws upon thedtlaahierarchy of blackness, regarding
mixed-race women as not truly black, but “half-edsthalf-breed”, “mulatto” or of “mixed
blood” and less likely to become victims of ractascrimination. (89-91) Following the
belief that regards mixed-race people as strugdbnchoose between black and white roots,
between subjectivity and alterity (Ifekwunigwe 12Y¥pmi pities Beth for having to decide

who she wants to be. She clearly has internalizedalr separatist ideas relying on
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assumptions about racial purity in order to uphblilndaries of difference (Goddard,
Feminisms113). However, such perceptions of an essentidl mmogenous identity are
challenged in the play. Beth, at least in this cédsgow[s] where [...] [she] belong[s]” (Kay
90). She identifies with blackness, “using the wolatk as a political statement” and not just
as a phenotypic outward signifier for skin coloibid).?

25 Regarding black lesbiar@hiaroscuroshows how they are “prone to being subsumed
under heterosexuality as black women” (Godd&®@ininisms110) since homosexuality is
stereotypically regarded as a “white thing” (Brevi&2). Thus, Yomi is shocked when she
sees two women kissing: She “didn’'t think we [thleck community] produced them
[lesbians]” (Kay 76). Similarly, she always enviséal a lesbian to be “a tall angular looking
woman/ white with men’s things on,/ too much haiowand the mouth/ and always on the
prowl [...]" (110). Again, Kay seems to point towarsiscietal discourses and representations
of sexuality as being responsible for such belieWd&aring masks and walking like robots”,
Aisha and Yomi appear to represent a heterosexisiety that constructs repressive
structures like a machine (82; cf. Godiwala 256tf@ same interpretation). The stereotypes
the two women present in this scene are numerdusy Voice that black lesbians “kill[...]
off the race”, lesbian relationships are not ndtbra sinful, “AIDS is God’s vengeance on
the men” and that homosexuality is an illness thanh be treated” by psychiatrists, diets and
electric shocks (Kay 83). Assumptions about thesoea for being homosexual, such as
wanting to be a man, having had bad experiencds m#n or being too ugly to attract men
(100), and the general fear of the lesbian womaa trnsgresses the boundaries of gender
constructions are presented as well (83, 99, 110).

26 Kay counters these stereotypes, inter aliaghgaling the effects they have on black
women’s identities. The tendency to see homoseyuadi a “white thing” might lead black
gays and lesbians to view their racial and sexdahtities as antagonistic (Brewer 131),
which consequently would make acknowledging mugtiplentities even more difficult. Beth
“searched for boyfriends to cover her terror” (K&) when she first realized she might be a
lesbian during her school years. During the pepodrayed in the play, she has already
accepted her sexual identity — contrary to Aishlag wstill struggles with it. However, she is
hiding this part of her identity from others, sumh her mother, because she is afraid of the

consequences her coming-out might yield, whichurn tmakes her feel lonely and offensive.

8 In her poem "So you think I'm a mule?" (1987), Kiaighlights the same idea : “There’s a lot of uddk
women struggling to define/ just who we are/ wheeebelong/ and if we know no home¢ know one thing;/
we are Black/ we're at home with that” (quoted 24 2).
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Opal exemplifies best how having to struggle witlthbone’s racial and sexual identity may
lead to experiencing a crisis of self-definitionhem she asks: “Which is me?” Presenting
multilayered and complex female identities, thewarsKay proposes is necessarily: “Both”
(100).

27 Pinnock, too, not only illustrates how difficuttis for black British women to be
confident about their identities while sexist amagist discourse upholds notions that black
women are inferior to white women, but she alsoptede[s] [...] stereotype[s] around the
issue of [a distinctive] black identity” (Stephens& Langridge 51) and shows that black
women are not the only ones who are oppressed.ciiaecter of Leela challenges ideas
about black women inheriting a certain natural mhytas she is not a good dancer and does
not like parties: “It's a kind of phobia, my feas$ parties” (Pinnock 137, 139; cf. Goddard,
Feminisms74 for a similar interpretation). Additionally, @ revengeful attempt to diminish
Kate’s beauty by cutting off her blonde hair, Clatid and Leela have to realize that even
white women have to conform to ideals of beaut)Kate’s dark roots make it obvious she
has died her hair blonde (Pinnock 188). Even thaowggbne has ever told the black women in
Talking in Tongueshat they are “all right” the way they are (18fhey are not the only ones
who are affected by sexist discourse. Pinnock giiylwnravels that the issue is not as
simple as especially Claudette wants to see ipdigting out the fact that white women are

exposed to male repression as well.

Finding a voice to identify and name the self

28 As argued above, placing black women at thereeasfta play is in itself an act of
allowing women to tell their stories they way these them and to give them the space to be
heard by an audience. Furthermore, according tb Hmeks, “speaking is not solely an
expression of creative power; it is an act of tasise, a political gesture that challenges
politics of domination that would render us [blagkmen] nameless and voiceless” (Talking
8). Both Talking in Tongues and Chiaroscuro crehte opportunity for black women to
represent themselves on stage. They also portrgg imawhich black women can find their
voices and name their various identities themselves

29 Talking in Tonguesinfolds how deeply connected language and ideatayfor black
British women. Winsome Pinnock has explained thaiais liberating for her to use patois in
her plays (Stephenson & Langridge 50) and thatseles it as “an act of defiance — to use it
on stage within a play that could easily fit thenfboes of a traditional proscenium theatre”

(Pinnock quoted in Goddaréreminisms69). Lynette Goddard demonstrates how English,
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being the language of Western discourse, establigtentities via the postulation of racist
and (hetero)sexist binary constructions of ‘Selfida’Other’, thereby marginalizing and
silencing identities that do not fit the norm. Twerdsdark andblack as well as female, she
argues, are negative characteristics wheligas, white and male are regarded as positive
features in the English language (Godd&e@hminism$
It's because this isn't my first language, you seet that | do have any real first
language, but sometimes | imagine that there mage libeen, at some time. [...] If
you don't feel you belong to a language then yowrdy half alive aren’t you,
because you haven’t the words to bring yoursetf axistence. You might as well be
invisible. (155)
Even though Leela was seemingly raised speakindgjdbngnd does not have another mother
tongue, she still cannot express herself withirs thystem of words as its racist and
(hetero)sexist value system “tries to stifle” (19@y. She can onlyrélease]...] all the rage
and anger that she has repressed for so 'lofilgid) when she starts talking in tongues,
thereby rejecting the language system that hasebrakd repressed her and finally finding a
voice for herself.
30 Leela’s outburst in the second act is foreshadoWwy an episode narrated in the
prologue. There, Sugar tells how she followed augrof women to a gully when she was
younger, expecting to see a “mystery of womannssg&e these women were always leaving
rather depressed and came back “skipping like @mld(123). She discovers that Dum-Dum,
“a woman who never speak|s]” (ibid), finds a voioe a place sheltered from racist
patriarchal society and its rules for communicatidowever, she does not speak English, but
in “a language [that] must be not spoken in a onllyears, a language that go[s] back before
race” (124). Like Leela, Dum-Dum was silenced dgraguage premised on racist and sexist
assumptions. She can only speak using another nsysfe words; one that does not
marginalize her. (cf. Goddar&eminisms66-69 for a similar interpretation). Thus, Pinnock
illustrates very distinctively how oppressive agaage can be for those regarded as ‘Others’
and how using an alternative system of words isadlenge against marginalization.
31 In Chiaroscurq Jackie Kay touches upon matters of language #s Avsha dreams
about her “country of origin” in “another languag€r2) and like Leela does not regard
English but the language of her ‘home country’, ahhiher parents did not teach her though,
as her mother tongue: “They’ve even taken over omgae” (ibid). Hence, Kay shows that
she also recognizes language as something deephected with identity, as a system that
denies black women their voice, keeping them yegrnfor a sense of belonging.

Additionally, she portrays that there are more wiygxpress oneself than in the dominant
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language. Aisha’s mother stitched “all the worde slever spoke” (71) into her “beautiful,
angry” quilts (ibid), which lets Yomi wonder: “In lvat language are these threads/ Did the
imagination of some strong woman/ hold this thinggether [...]?” (ibid) Yomi's
grandmother and daughter were born silenced, layt tame up with a new form of telling
their stories by drawing and painting. These alitve ways of expressing the self empower
Aisha’s mother, who laughed “at them that treat[eel] like a child” (72), as well as Yomi’'s
grandmother, who “had powers” (86) and passed tipeseers of challenging racist and
sexist language systems on to her grandchild’s ltaug

32 Despite finding alternative ways of voicing gedf, Kay argues for the importance of
remembering ones (matrilineal) past in order toydefisnaming, renaming or not naming at
all” (Mirza 3) and to “make your own tales [...]. lent yourself” (Kay 115). IlChiaroscurq

she portrays what Naz Rassool has described asufagy of learning to understand past
experiences in order to clarify the present — andhfthat position of knowledge to find a
voice — and, more importantly, to define a futuf@90). This fluid process of self-
identification starts right at the beginning of fhlay when the four characters remember the
stories of their names as they have been pass&altbem by oral tradition (Kay 64). Aisha
was named after her grandmother who “was born é Himalayas at dawn” (ibid) and
encouraged her granddaughter to “[tlake the ri§&’).( Yomi, too, bears her grandmother’s
name (65). Beth was called after her “great-greadtggreat-grandmother on [...] [her]
father’s side” (64); a woman who had to experiesiegery and rape but still was strong and
“made change” (ibid).

33 The nameBeth however, is the name white people gave her gratitkn after
“whipping out” her original African name (ibid). lgoints out: {T]hat history”, that is, the
shaping of black identity by and within white culildiscourse and institutions, “ha[s] to be
remembered too” (65). It informs black British wamee present identities as much as the
histories of their female ancestors. This is evidehe fact that Aisha still struggles with the
way her parents were treated when they first camiritain, which in turn leads to her own
sense of alienation (72Chiaroscuronevertheless puts more emphasis on remembering the
histories of women, especially black lesbians, sitiey “are silenced as black and female
and lesbian” (GoddardFeminisms110) and so many names and histories have been
forgotten, withheld and “swept away” (Kay 113). Téfere, it is important for black British
women to “never forget to remember/ all [...] heresl aheres”, all the various past and

present times and places that inform black fendgatity. “In order to change”, Kay argues,
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“we have to examine who we are and how much oftihatbeen imposed” (quoted in Aston
90).

34 In Chiaroscurq this examination is an ongoing process that “ddeblappen
overnight” (Kay 114). Memories of the past, expecies and (internalized) stereotypes have
to be negotiated reapeatedly to arrive at a plaoa fwhich to speak. Each performance
brings the four women characters closer to thisglaloser to acknowledging and defining
who they aré.“All this has happened before” (64), says Aishahat beginning of the play
and Opal describes the whole performance as a “idéjau vu” (115). Consequently, the
play has no real closure and ends as it has belgercharacters sing the same song of time
and change, tell the story of their names and thgeslooks the same as it did in the
beginning (117). Instead of seeing identity asxadiconstruct, Kay describes it as a process
of becoming that is open to change and shaped thythe past as well as the present and
own perceptions of identity as well as societalsofe. GoddardFeminismsl125 ff. for a
similar interpretation).

35 However, in order “to find the words” (Kay 11f@)express ones identity individually,
the characters in both plays have to arrive ateeplwhere they can communicate with others
— despite differences within the group of black veonand between black and white women.
Chiaroscuroand Talking in Tonguepropose that in order to find this place, the ahtars
have to overcome internalized stereotypes firsarnmafterword to the published version of
Talking in TongugsWinsome Pinnock posed the following question omw o bridge the
gap between white and black women established @igma “Do the brutalities of the past
demand that we fight fire with fire, which leadsawicious circle of violence, or should we
be seeking other ways to heal the wounds that we h#herited as a result of historical
trauma?” (quoted in GoddarBeminisms50) In her play, she shows Claudette choosing the
first way. Angry and aggressive she concentratesaoial differences. She has come to hate
white women for several reasons: “I hate her bezal® has never been my friend [...],
because she takes comfort in the fact that at &aess not bottom of the pile and delights in
my oppression” (Pinnock 186 ff.). Claudette takedent revenge for the wrongs she feels
white women have caused her. The little white gutho bossed her around when she was
younger, was beaten “black” (187) and she cut¥Katé’s blonde hair as she reminds her off

the same girl and has slept with Claudette’s lowerest Mikie. While Leela usually does not

° In her understanding of gender and sexual ideastychieved through repeated performances, Kalame
the discussion about sexual identity in the 199@% dudith Butler's ideas who similarly believes genand
identity to be “a performative accomplishment coligoeby social sanction and taboo [...]” (271).
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express her anger the way Claudette does, she hedghis time. Pinnock, however, makes
clear that this attitude does not support endirmgsna or bridging gaps. As soon as the two
women realize Kate might be similarly oppresse@yticannot laugh about their prank
anymore. The end of the play contains the hopedhatday black and white women could
focus on similarities and start communicating wikate and Leela agree to take a walk
around the island at some time (198 ff.).

36 Communication between black women is similaryportant, Pinnock seems to
argue. Sugar’'s assessment that there is “[nJo neadto go down to gully” (125), a place
where women are free from rules patriarchal sogeses on them, sing together “like in one
voice” (124) and are able to express themselves ianguage challenging the normative
system of words, is contradicted by the play’s eralking in Tonguess framed by two
nearly identical scenes: at the end of the playd_bas the same outburst the silent woman
Dum-Dum has experienced at the gully a long time. agvould argue that Pinnock thus
highlights the ongoing importance of female solifjaand communication, between both
black and white women. They seem to be preregsis$de finding a voice and a space to
define the self. Consequently, black women willoreer and “be in touch” with their
alienated bodies which prevents them from beingttened of the pitfalls” that the racist
and sexist discourse of society at large poses) (199

37 Jackie Kay, too, has emphasized the importahceromunication in the afterword to
the published version @hiaroscuro “My main interest has been communication. Caisehe
four women communicate or not? [...] | wanted to shew difficult communication is in a
racist and homophobic society” (quoted in Godd#&eminisms128). Since there are no
white women in her play, Kay's main focus lies dadk women overcoming stereotypes and
accepting differences in order to “find a places&y/ those words we need to utter out loud”
(Kay 95). By these means, she acknowledges diyesasitongst black women. She also
clarifies that communicating is not easy: “We havéave arguments sometimes” (94). After
the heated discussion about being mixed-race aenldeof act one Opal suggests: “Maybe
they’re even good for us” (ibid). | would argue tthiecause the women have discussed their
different views on their black/mixed-race and lasbidentities, they have all come to terms
with certain things about themselves they havebeen able to acknowledge before. After
seeing Opal's and Beth’s relationship defy the estgmpes about lesbians Yomi had
internalized, she does not “want to run anymord2jland even gives Beth her doll for the
baby she would like to have (115). Beth, in tueglizes that she was still hiding her sexual

identity from others and has “locked the past [.whg" (114). Opal has come to like herself
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and Aisha at least starts to realize that she doekave to “chop [her]self into little bits” but
“[ble it all” (ibid). In a society where black/mixierace (lesbian) women have to define their
selves from a position of “chaos” (116), communmatenables them to finally find a voice.
Even though they are different from each other, fiher women characters “still have
something to share” (ibid), which made them findhatt meeting place” (95) where
communication holds them together and empowers tteefmally find the words and the
voice to define their selves (cf. Goddalmtyoductionxii for a similar interpretation).

38 It has been argued that Jackie Kay and WinsomroEk stage black women’s
identities as shifting and open to change instdaaemg fixed constructs. Both playwrights
show that identities are negotiated through timeé space as well as equally influenced by
culture, history, language and black women’s pres&periences. ItChiaroscurothe four
female characters are involved in a cyclic procegsperforming their identities via
remembrance and confrontation. Each performancgnggetiates and transforms the
women'’s identities and their acceptance of who they. Leela inTalking in Tongues
likewise undergoes a process of self-identificatisnshe overcomes internalized stereotypes
and encounters alternative ways of expressing lierse

39 Black women’s search for identity, these playgua, is necessarily connected to
issues of belonging, race, gender and sexualitignated from their ‘homeland’ and at the
same time othered in the country they were borricardised in, Aisha ilfChiaroscuroand
Leela and Claudette imalking in Tonguegqually lack a sense of belonging which leaves
their identities fractured. Derogatory assumptiaheut black and/or lesbian and mixed-race
womanhood, constructed and upheld in cultural aoltigal discourses of the Western
world, further complicate the characters’ search ittentity. The plays depict how the
characters are unconsciously influenced by stepestyof black women as ‘Others’ and
inferior to white women in their perception andrf@tion of identity. They force an identity
constructed in opposition to whiteness on somekbhamen characters, such as Claudette or
Beth, while they make others like Opal hate theweseland/or deny certain parts of their
identities as black/mixed-race (and lesbian) won@nsequentlyChiaroscuroandTalking

in Tonguesdefy homogenous notions of female and black itent#insome Pinnock
contrasts Jamaica and England and thus not onliracbeats a supposed all-encompassing
unity between black people but also unravels thmaplsstic assumptions about ‘home’ are
inadmissible. One o€Chiaroscurés strongest features is the way mixed-race anbides
women’s struggles are never portrayed one-dimeaBionEach argument invites the

audience to view the subject matter from differpatspectives while Jackie Kay construes
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racial and sexual identities as multilayered ahutfates that each plays an important role for
being defined as well as defining the self.

40 Additionally, both plays demonstrate that firglia voice and a place from which to
speak individually and as a group of women aregop@sites for positioning oneself rather
than being positioned within predominant culturecdurses. Leela ifalking in Tongues
encounters an alternative system of words, frebergelf from the racist and (hetero)sexist
values transported by the English language. Thgee abplies to Aisha’s mother, Yomi's
grandmother and daughter i€hiaroscuro since they derive their power out of
representational forms other than spoken langudagkie Kay and Winsome Pinnock both
recognize diversity and differences amongst blacken, but they also seem to argue for the
necessity and possibility of inter-racial commutima as well as exchange within the group
of black women. Inralking in Tongueshis is only implied through the framework of siami
female expressions of anger and its promising endinfemale bonding. The characters in
Chiaroscurq however, repeatedly voice the importance of aeshaneeting place and seem

to draw closer to finding it with each performardeheir shared history as friends.
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