
HOW AND WHY THIS PLAY WAS WRITTEN: 

The mid-1980s was a time of unrest and change in South Africa. Mandela was in prison. 

The ANC was a banned organisation. The armed wing of the ANC, Umkhonto we Sizwe, 

was in an armed struggle against the Apartheid government, to fight for equal rights for all 

South Africans. They organised strikes and boycotts to protest Apartheid. Protests broke out 

all over South Africa and the government declared a State of Emergency in 1985. This gave 

the police and military the power to make curfews, to limit the freedom of movement of 

citizens, and to arrest anyone thought to be opposing the government. There was censorship 

(when the government prevents people from saying certain things) so that newspapers and 

news channels could not correctly report on what the police were doing, or on the protests. 

Theatre became a way to show what was happening and to protest against it. 

‘Sophiatown’, was written in 1985 as a workshop play by the Junction Avenue Theatre 

Company (JATC) and was first performed in 1986. The JATC was founded in 1976 at Wits 

University by a number of white students. To write the script for ‘Sophiatown’, the JATC 

was joined by black actors from the Theatre Company Workshop ’71. A workshop play 

is written by a group of people who discuss a situation and act it out. They work out the 

story and write the script as they act it. In South Africa, actors use indigenous African 

performance techniques such as traditional oral forms, music, dancing and storytelling 

(which can all be seen in this play) in their process of developing a script. When the 

group of actors is happy with what they have put together, they write down the final 

script to perform on stage. One of the students, Malcolm Purkey, wrote the final script for 

‘Sophiatown’. This script was used for the final performances. 

‘Sophiatown’ was written as a protest play. Protest plays look at social and political problems 

in order to criticise or comment on them. The main conflict of the play is not between the 

characters, but between characters and society. Protest plays are meant to help point out 



problems in society to the audience. The play should help the audience to be critical about 

certain things that are happening in the world. ‘Sophiatown’, does two things: it protests 

against oppression, and it also aims to remember and celebrate the historical township of 

Sophiatown: where people of different races and cultural backgrounds shared common 

goals and a sense of community. 

 


