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Do Shakespeare’s works compromise the move 
towards decolonisation? 



“According to Basic Education Minister Angie Motshekga, a 
focus on "decolonisation" will continue to feature in the 
curriculum review process. She said there was a need to 
move towards the greater inclusion of African and South 
African writings for novels/ drama and poetry and this 
would be part of the long-term curriculum review process. 
DA MP and basic education spokesman said the party 
supported a rich, diverse English Literature curriculum 
relevant to the South African context. ‘This could include 
great authors such as William Shakespeare, Harper Lee, 
Maya Angelou, George Orwell, Chinua Achebe, Tsitsi 
Dangarembga, Mongane Wally Serote and K Sello Duiker. 
We support empowering learners to engage critically with 
the world around them. We don’t support removing authors 
for ideological reasons or because they don’t fit in with a 
political party’s idea of who is acceptable and who isn’t.’” 
– https://www.businesslive.co.za/bd/ national/education/2017-03-27-
shakespeare-may-be-taken-out-of-classroom 



“I would argue that the term is being misinterpreted among students. 
As one student at the University of Cape Town has explained it:  

 ‘For decolonised education to be introduced, the 
  existing system must be overthrown and the people it’s 
 supposed to serve must define it for themselves.’ 

These are very dangerous ideas. What’s really important is that we 
develop curricula that build on the best knowledge skills, values, 
beliefs and habits from around the world. These cannot be limited to 
one country nor one continent – be it Africa or Europe.” –  
 
Brenda Wingfield (Vice President of the Academy of Science of South Africa) 
www.polity.org.za/article/what-decolonised-education-should-and-shouldnt-mean; 15 
February 2017 

“The intention behind decolonising education is not to remove 
Europe or the United States. Doing so would mean that we have 

simply replaced one set of exclusionary power relations with another. 
Rather, decolonising education ought to facilitate an expansion of 

our worldviews. It ought to challenge the notion that any single 
worldview can be considered the ‘normal’ one”. –  

Decolonising education in South Africa by Peter Ruddock (IEB Assessment Specialist); 
www.iol.co.za/news/opinion;  

9 March 2018 



“…Or is he?”  
- 2018 Matrics 

“He was not of an age, but for all time...”  
- Ben Jonson 

 Many	South	Africans’	experience	of	Shakespeare	can	be	
expressed	as	finding	his	work	“simultaneously	sacrosanct	
and	irrelevant,	profound	but	inaccessible.”	The	colonial	
implications	also	can	be	seen	to	jar	against	the	ethos	of	a	

democratic	and	free	nation.		
Many	organisations	such	as	ShakespeareZA	

(Shakespeare.org.za)	and	artists,	actors	and	thespians	
recognise	the	profound	connections	that	we	share	with	
many	of	Shakespeare’s	works.	It	is	evidently	possible	to	

find	as	many	connections	as	conflicts.		



Barack Obama 
as 

Othello 
	

Robert and Grace Mugabe  
                 as 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 



Da Same, Da Same – Sipho 
Sepamla 

 
when da nail of say da t'orn 

tree 
scratch little bit little bit of da 

skin 
  

I doesn't care of you black 
I doesn't care of you white 
I doesn't care of you India 

I doesn't care of you clearlink 
I mean for sure da skin 

only one t'ing come for sure 
an' da one t'ing for sure is red 

blood 
dats for sure da same, da 

same for avarybudy 

The Merchant of Venice III.i   
Shakespeare 

 
SHYLOCK: … I am a Jew. Hath 

not a Jew eyes? hath not a 
Jew hands, organs, 

dimensions, senses, affections, 
passions? fed with 

the same food, hurt with the 
same weapons, subject 

to the same diseases, healed 
by the same means, 

warmed and cooled by the 
same winter and summer, as 
a Christian is? If you prick us, 

do we not bleed? 
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In	The	Merchant	of	Venice,	Portia	and	
Nerissa	disguise	themselves	as	men	
in	court	as	they	defend	Antonio	
against	Shylock.	Is	Shakespeare	
critiquing	the	social	limitations	for	
women	by	having	these	characters	
have	to	masquerade	as	men	to	be	
given	a	voice?	Is	he	defying	these	
limitations	by	presenting	these	same	
women	as	having	the	intelligence	to	
resolve	the	men’s	conflict?	

Despite	the	casting	limitations	of	Shakespeare’s	time,	he	nevertheless	
challenged	heteronormative	constructs	that	are	still	dominant	today.	
Modern	production	companies	have	further	experimented	with	
characterisation	and	casting	to	continue	Shakespeare’s	interrogation	of	
supposed	gender	and	sexual	‘norms’.		

GENDER AND SEXUALITY 

Shakespeare	Trilogy	review	–	Donmar's	
phenomenal	all-female	triumph		
h#ps://www.theguardian.com/stage/2016/nov/23/
shakespeare-trilogy-five-star-review-donmar-kings-
cross-harriet-walter	

Shakespeare's	transgender	spirit	sparks	UBC	
professor's	talk	
www.cbc.ca/news/canada/briBsh-columbia/
shakespeare-s-transgender-spirit-sparks-ubc-
professor-s-talk-1.3489788	
	
Shakespeare	and	gender:	the	‘woman’s	part’	
h#ps://www.bl.uk/shakespeare/arBcles/
shakespeare-and-gender-the-womans-part		



“There	is	nothing	gender-blind	
about	this.	On	the	contrary,	the	
audience	is	placed	on	high	gender	
alert.	Malvolia	moons	after	Olivia.	
Antonio	is	smitten	with	Sebastian,	
with	whom	Orsino	has	a	
(supposedly	accidental)	snog.”		
https://www.theguardian.com/stage/2017/feb/26/twelfth-
night-tamsin-greig-national-theatre-olivier-review		

“The Renaissance theory tells us that 
the bonds of friendship between males 

were superior to male-female 
relationships. This would mean that 

Orsino, thinking Viola was actually a 
man, would develop a deeper bond 
with her than any other male would 
have with a female at this time. His 

acceptance of Viola's real identity is 
based on an emotional connection.”  

 
Lindheim, Nancy. "Rethinking Sexuality and Class in "Twelfth 

Night." University of Toronto  
Quarterly 76.2 (2007): 679-713. Academic Search 

Complete. EBSCO. Web. 10 Mar. 2011.  





InVeNtOr	
oF 

words?	

h#ps://www.Bmeout.com/london/
blog/99-words-invented-by-
shakespeare-but-bitch-aint-
one-041916	



“Shakespeare	would	turn	in	
his	grave.	He	wrote	for	

performance,	not	for	tests.	
Maybe	children	in	future	
will	just	read	Shakespeare.	
After	all,	performing	it	
would	run	the	risk	of	
acknowledging	it	as	

drama.”	-		
https://www.theguardian.com/teacher-network/

teacher-blog/2013/jan/07/drama-subject-
government-education	

	

“Teaching	English	language	
through	Drama	makes	
students	aware	that	

‘English	is	not	just	words,	
structures	and	idioms,	but	it	

is	a	lively,	dramatic	and	
versatile	means	of	
communication		

(Case	and	Wilson	2003,	4)’”.		
Sinha,	Yogesh	&	Sinha,	Manisha.	(1998).	

Teaching	Basic	Language	Skills	through	Drama.	
Dibrugarh	University	Journal	of	Education.	5.	

5-8.		

If	we	
conDnue	to	
teach	drama	
in	English,	
should	it	be	
Shakespeare	
and	should	

we	
reconsider	
the	way	we	
teach	and	
learn?	



History	of	theatre	-meline.	ScholasBc	Ltd.	Junior	Educa-on	PLUS.	December	2008	issue.	Retrieved	from	
h#p://educaBon.scholasBc.co.uk/resources/35065	
	



Rhetorical patterns 
	

“The	poetry	and	formal	control	of	Othello	make	it	as	organized	as	a	
symphony:	scholars	rightly	talk	of	‘the	Othello	music.‘”	–		
A	Pocket	Guide	to	Shakespeare's	Plays.	Kenneth	McLeish	and	Stephen	Unwin.	1998	

	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Stefan	Keller,	2009	

Hamlet 
3832	lines	

4073	rhetorical	patterns	

Othello 
3262	lines	

3162	rhetorical	pa#erns	
194	uses	of	anaphora	

	



Reading Shakespeare’s structure!

How is Shakespeare establishing 
Romeo and Juliet’s relationship by the 
structure of their first meeting? 
	



Compare the nature of the power dynamic in Othello and Iago’s 
relationship in  

I.ii.1-32 and III.iii.93-104 


