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Abstract 
 

This research intends to compare themes and techniques in 

selected plays of playwrights Betty Shamieh, Elizabeth 

Wong and Marie Clements. It analyses the plays within the 

framework of liminality and rites of passage, borrowed 

from social drama set by anthropologist Victor Turner, as 

well as hybridity theory of Homi K. Bhabha. The research, 

therefore, traces the journey of the female characters from 

crisis point, to loss in limbo, then their ultimate 

transformation and re-signification of identities. Chapter 

(1) focuses on the theoretical framework and explores the 

stages of the rites of passage, as well as the definition and 

features of liminality, along with hybridity and Third Space 

concepts. Chapter (2) applies the characteristics of 

liminality to the six plays understudy. Chapter (3) tackles 

hybridity and Third Space theory as a form of liminality to 

the journey of the characters. Chapter (4) analyses the 

transformation and identity formation of the characters in 

the plays. A conclusion follows. 

Keywords: Race; gender; liminality; drama; theatre; Arab-

American; Asian-American; Native-American; Native-

Canadian. 
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Out of the huts of history’s shame 

I rise 

Up from a past that’s rooted in pain 

I rise 

I'm a black ocean, leaping and wide, 

Welling and swelling I bear in the tide. 

 

Leaving behind nights of terror and fear 

I rise 

Into a daybreak that’s wondrously clear 

I rise 

Bringing the gifts that my ancestors gave, 

I am the dream and the hope of the slave. 

I rise 

I rise 

I rise. 
 

 

(Maya Aneglou "Still I rise" (1978)) 
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 It is often argued that being a woman is a calamity, 

labelled as the weak and the lowly, or in other words, the 

Other. But being of colour doubles the ordeal where 

women face marginalisation and are targets for stereotypes 

and subjugation. Therefore, in a white-male-oriented world, 

female playwrights use theatre to stage their stories and 

attempt to transform the world; in addition, they look for 

resignification and re-initiation of their identities, but with 

power and agency. Living in a white world that sets its 

colonialist rules, weighing more in the power dichotomy, 

women of colour have a long way ahead of them, 

struggling for agency and recognition. Nevertheless, being 

hybrid or hyphenated adds to the chaos; the loss of identity 

and the fragmentation it has raised big questions, and a 

journey of search for identity in these women's lives starts. 

 Three distinct -but not so different- worlds are 

created by Arab-American, Chinese-American, and Native-

Canadian playwrights painting history and culture onstage. 

Their goal is to present their otherness' ordeal as coloured 

women, to highlight their culture and speak of their 

hybridity. Race and gender are consequently what dominate 

the plays of Betty Shamieh, Elizabeth Wong and Marie 

Clements, presenting the journey of their female characters 

of identity formation. The playwrights perform their 
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liminality through their female characters onstage; they 

perform their Arab, Asian, and Aboriginal history, in order 

to find a means for change as well. Their feminism is clear 

in their writing, but their humanity and universality of 

topics prevail. 

 

I. Betty Shamieh 

 Betty Shamieh (1979-  ), a Christian-Palestinian who 

grew up in U.S.A., found herself labelled as an Arab with 

all the stereotypical connotations attributed to that. Though 

she tried to avoid labelling and limitation, she escaped for a 

while from writing about her ethnicity and identity; yet she 

could not escape for long. In an interview with her, 

Shamieh comments, "I do believe racism exists, but I also 

believe one can choose to see it as a challenge that can be 

overcome" ("Betty Shamieh"). Subsequently, most of the 

plays, as Chocolate in Heat (2001), Roar (2004), and The 

Black Eyed (2008) that dealt with the Arab identity were 

produced and became more popular of all her work. 

Shamieh, consequently, admits: "I realised I could not write 

only despite my fear of being pigeonholed, but also about 

my fear of being pigeonholed and having my opportunities 

limited because of who I was" ("Introduction" 9). 

Therefore, in order to highlight ethnicity issues, it has been 
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Shamieh's mission to "capture the complexity of being a 

Palestinian-American woman living in New York" (6). In 

the article, "Betty Shamieh: Writing a Script to Connect 

Cultures," Shamieh is quoted: "Arab Americans have 

always been part of the fabric of the cultural scene in 

America, but we're for the first time talking about issues, 

about our identity, more than just trying to assimilate." 

Writing is her means towards recognition and visibility as a 

hybrid. 

 Author of fifteen plays, Shamieh's work often carries 

"a consistent, assertive, critical-thinking, Arab-American 

female voice" (Brogan 2); in her plays, she "strives to 

emphasize Arab-American women‟s ability to articulate 

their opinions and to elucidate Arab and American social 

issues" (2). After 9/11 in particular, there was the need to 

write about Arabs and their culture; Shamieh, for instance, 

"felt even more compelled to write upon Palestinian gender 

and social issues. She questioned her identity as a 

Palestinian-American woman living in New York as well 

as the reactions she may receive from non-Arabs" (20). 

Therefore, her plays were all about Arab (and most 

specifically hyphenated) women, living in the U.S., facing 

racism as well as sexism. 
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 However, Shamieh's universality of topics is 

confirmed. Matthew Murray comments, "[p]rejudice, 

sexual assault, duty, loss, revenge, and obligation are a few 

of the powerful emotions Shamieh touches on in direct, if 

also occasionally surprising and poetic ways." This is 

particularly clear in The Black Eyed and Chocolate in Heat. 

For instance, The Black Eyed was produced in Greece in 

2007 at Fournos Theatre, where the director thought it is 

not merely about four Palestinian women, but four strong 

women in general
i
. Shamieh is also quoted on this matter: 

"My goal as an artist is to talk about humanity, and I think 

having the vantage point of being a first-generation 

American gives me the ability to see very clearly what is 

universal about all human beings" ("Writing a Script to 

Connect"). 

 Consequently, for her remarkable career in theatre, 

Shamieh was named UNESCO Young Artist for 

Intercultural Dialogue in 2011; she is also a two-time 

recipient of the New York Foundation for the Arts 

Fellowship. In addition to Chocolate in Heat (2001) and 

The Black Eyed (2005) analysed in this research, many of 

her plays were published and produced as Roar (2004), 

Again and Against (2007), The Machine (2007), Territories 

(2008), Fit for a Queen (2016), among many others. 



5 
 

 

II. Elizabeth Wong 

 Born in 1958 in Los Angeles, Elizabeth Wong is an 

award-winning, Chinese-American playwright, 

screenwriter, and director. Besides her widely 

acknowledged plays Letters to a Student Revolutionary 

(1996) and China Doll: The Imagined Life of an American 

Actress (2005), Wong has written many successful plays as 

Kimchee and Chitlins (1994), The Happy Prince (1997) 

Dating and Mating in Modern Times (2003), and Love Life 

of a Chinese Eunuch (2004) among others. She was 

awarded the Tanne Foundation Award in 2007, as well as 

being a member of the Writers Guild of America.  

 Not so different from Betty Shamieh, Elizabeth 

Wong's plays are often political. Her plays are often a 

reaction to historical incidents, for "[e]very play Wong has 

written was in itself a response to issues she felt were 

ignored or needed attention" ("Elizabeth Wong"). 

Therefore, her plays carry social commentary and themes 

like search for identity and self-discovery. Moreover, direct 

political criticism to the Asian community as well as the 

American society is evident in her plays.  

 In addition, Wong borrows from her own life, and 

her upbringing as a member of a minority being raised in 
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harsh conditions, and those who touched her, to weave in 

the storylines of her plays. She mixes the personal with the 

fictional. Thus, she dwells upon her personal hybridity, as 

well as her relationship with her parents, in some of her 

plays. Being a hyphenated writer herself living in the U.S., 

Wong is quoted that the aim as a writer is "to tell stories 

that speak to the American experience and the universal 

human experience" (qtd. in "Wong"). She expresses in an 

interview : "When I was growing up, I never saw positive 

images of people who looked like me in the media," and 

thus in playwriting she found a way for healing (qtd. in 

"Wong").  

 Moreover, and like Betty Shamieh, Wong sought the 

universality of themes in her work. It is said that "she 

wanted to raise the common emotions rather than focused 

on a certain experience" ("Wong"). She writes in reaction 

to situations and events that have long been ignored or 

marginalised. Therefore, she tackles incidents that have 

happened around the world as in China and Korea to bring 

to life on American stage. In her plays, she also examines 

the clash of cultures, racism, stereotypes, as well as 

misconceptions about women, especially women of colour. 
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III. Marie Clements 

 Similarly, Marie Clements (1962-  ), the Canadian 

Métis
ii
, was born in Vancouver. She assumed her role in 

theatre as well, speaking of identity and race. Reid Gilbert 

comments on Clements' style:  

Mixing western theatrical practice with techniques of 

Aboriginal storytelling and ritual, Clements 

interrogates specific historical events (as, for 

example, the serial murders of Aboriginal women, 

the development of the atom bomb, the reductive 

depictions of "The Indian Musicale") and individual 

memories (as, for example, of domestic abuse, the 

traumatic residue of Residential school, and the 

repression of "The System Chorus"). (v) 

These were mirrored in her different plays, making 

Clements an sophisticated playwright. Moreover, n her 

numerous plays as The Unnatural and Accidental Women 

(2005), Copper Thunderbird (2007), and Tombs of the 

Vanishing Indian (2012), she dwells upon her aboriginal 

roots and the dilemma of being transfixed in a white world. 

She writes about race and identity, as well as oppressed and 

stereotyped women, but always ends her plays with a 

powerful note of transformation. 


