Sive- Cultural Context

Aspects of Cultural Context in Sive:

Matchmaking:

Matchmaking is a distinctive part of the cultural context. Thomasheen is actually a matchmaker by trade – that’s his business. This was a traditional aspect of rural Ireland. It is not necessarily seen as a bad thing (Liam: “They say it is necessary in country places”) – but certainly is in this case, when there’s no proper consent or interest on Sive’s part and the age difference is huge. Relationships in Casablanca get worked out without help from matchmaking – generally not a feature of an urban environment. 

Education:

It’s seen that education is improving for the young. Sive is in school until she’s around 18, and Liam seems educated also. It’s not fully appreciated by Mena, who takes Sive out of school to keep her from meeting Liam and to facilitate the marriage. Even Thomasheen seems favourable to it: “Ah, the book-learning is a wonderful thing”. 

Religion:

Religion isn’t that prominent. Liam makes strong religious arguments again the match (“if ye know God ye must think of this terrible auction”) – suggesting such a match is totally against God’s will.  There’s also a touch of superstition around it – the idea that it’s unlucky for just one person to see the priest. We see that the priest has be sent for wedding and funeral, and we can see the attitude to suicide – that the person might not be buried in hallowed ground. Religion is not an issue in Casablanca – barely suggested by the shot of the distinctive minaret (mosque tower) at the start. 

Poverty:

We see signs of poverty in the area – Mena’s saying there’s not enough to give to the travellers (this may be just her being mean). We hear that in the past Mena’s family was very poor, and that Thomasheen Rua hadn’t enough money to get married. The travellers are obviously poor, relying on the charity of others (others like Mike and Nanna). Not everybody in the area is poor – Sean Dóta is well off, which causes the main problem in the play. Poverty isn’t an issue in Casablanca, though people do need money to buy their way to freedom. 

The Travellers:

The travellers are a distinctive feature of the cultural context. The dress distinctly, (as outlined in the stage directions when we see them first), they’re big into music (the songs of Carthalawn), some people are keen to have the travellers like them, as they feared being cursed by them (we see them cursing Thomasheen for example). We see that they are liked by some (Mike, Nanna) and loathed by others (Mena, Thomasheen). Music can be considered as part of the traveller culture – they’re the ones who sing and play (the bodhrán). Their songs aren’t vital to the plot but they add cultural flavour. Their songs are regarded as powerful – people don’t want to be cursed in their songs. Music is probably more central in Casablanca – As Time Goes By for romance and the French anthem for politics – the latter is a powerful motivational force, carrying idealism, but also power and influence like the songs of Carthalawn. 
Prejudice:

There is evidence of prejudice in the attitude of some to the travellers, and in the attitude to children born out of wedlock (Mena calls Sive  “a bye-child” and  “a bastard”). 

Questions relating to cultural context

Where does the power lie in this cultural context?

We see that money is power in the world of Sive. Sean Dóta can get his way just because he has money. More money will allow Thomasheen to get married – years ago he wasn’t able to get married because he lacked money. Authority is power also – Mena especially, and Mike to a lesser extent, can browbeat Sive into marriage against her wishes. Land is power also, but this is obviously connected to money. To some extent religion is power – in two ways. Liam calls on the religious teaching to condemn Sive being forced into marriage. The local priest has power in that it is implied that he’ll have the say as to what kind of burial Sive will get. 

In Casablanca the power is with authority also – Strasser, Renault, the police, the Nazis. But those with permits/visas etc also have power – as people desperately want these. There’s also a certain power and authority in idealism – e.g. Laszlo’s high standing gives him great influence – e.g. the way he can rally everyone round him when he gets the band playing the French anthem. 

Power also comes with status in Sive – Sive is more powerless because she’s illegitimate – hasn’t got conventional status. 
What is the position of women in this cultural context?

It varies. Mena is probably the strongest character in the play, while Sive is the weakest and most vulnerable. Nanna is strong in that she stands up to Mena, but weak in that she hasn’t much control over what goes on, and when Sive is separated from her she has even less. Her ultimate moment of powerlessness is when she hands over the letter to Mike.

What are the values in this cultural context?

We see that people value money (“Money is the best friend a man ever had” – Mike), property, marriage, security in life (a priority for Mena). Freedom is also an issue  (valued more by the young)  but it is much more of a value in Casablanca. Education is valued to an extent, but not by all, specially Mena. 

Are characters influenced by the Cultural Context? 

This is hugely true in Sive. One could even saw people are trapped by their cultural context – e.g. Sive’s vulnerability and lack of status for being born out of wedlock. Yet most regard the match as bad, but despite this disapproval Mena persists. In a way she is trapped too by the high value put on money, status and security. Mike is absorbed by not wanting Sive to follow the same path as her mother – highly disapproved in the cultural context. At the end one his main concerns is to ensure burial in holy ground for Sive. 

The war influences the characters in Casablanca, from the refugees we see to the main characters. 

Do characters influence Cultural Context?

Mena fights the social disapproval of this kind of match to get her own way, and almost succeeds. Sive is too weak to effectively challenge the matchmaking, but to what extent is she pressurised by the cultural context or just by the actions of Mena and Thomasheen? If Sive had got the letter she might have chosen to elope, which would probably been a challenge to the cultural context – but it is with marriage in view that she’d run away, and marriage would be approved. By the end the cultural context has not changed in any significant way. At the end of Casablanca there is hope of cultural change – that the German domination will be beaten, and people will be more free again.  
Key Moments

1. Opening Scene (until Thomasheen Sean Rua comes in)

The stage instructions at the start give some insight into the context of 1950’s rural Ireland, which is insular and where people were not well off (“the kitchen is poorly furnished”). There are typical features of a rural cottage of the time – the sugan chairs, the black skillet hanging over the fire, the creamery tank, the sack of flour. The old lady (Nanna) smoking the pipe also suggests a very different cultural context to modern times. There’s a suggestion of changes to come – the next generation, represented by Sive is getting educated (and until “about 18) in her case). But old ways die hard and Mena resents the opportunities Sive has – “Out working with a farmer you should be, my girl, instead of getting your head filled with high notions”. These are opportunities Mena didn’t have when she was young – “When I was her age in my father’s house I worked from dawn till dark to put aside my fortune”. We learn about how emigration was part of the cultural context – Nanna tells how Sive’s father went to England for work (but was drowned in the mines). We see that cars were unusual in rural areas in these times (at least years earlier when Sive was born) – when the doctor came on the night she was born people thought the headlights (“two roundy balls of fire”) were the eyes of the devil, which also shows the level of superstition in this cultural context. We also hear the distinctive local language – e.g. “the calves are bawling”, “the hobs of hell”, “bohareen”. 

The cultural context in Casablanca is also conveyed well in the opening scene of that work where we get the flavour of a very distinctive setting, but of course it contrasts strongly with the cultural context of Sive. Time wise there’s only about 15 years in the difference, but geographically and historically it’s very different – e.g. there’s no political aspect to Sive, no outside forces like war putting pressure on characters, but as we’ll see in later scenes there are intrigues of a different sort. In Casablanca thee is much more consciousness of an outside world – America, Portugal, France etc

2.  Mena and  Thomasheen Seán Rua Discuss the Match

The whole business of matchmaking is a feature of this cultural context. One person, Thomasheen Sean Rua actually has this as a profession. This was a feature of rural Ireland at the time. This presentation of the “business” gives it a bad name – Mena and Thomasheen plan to marry Sive off to an old man just so they can make money out of it – no consideration of romance or even compatibility. Even Sive’s freedom of choice isn’t assumed. Yet her initial reaction, which is negative (“Are you by any chance taking leave of your senses”), shows that the culture wasn’t very accepting of matchmaking for a schoolgirl (also seen later in Mike’s reaction). The “dowry” aspect of this is referred to but it won’t apply in this case – “No fortune is wanted, I tell you … he will give money to have her”. We also see the stigma attached to being illegitimate at the time: “… illegitimate to crown all! She has no knowledge of her father, and her mother is dead with shame” (Mena). We see the value put on property and money in this rural community –  “He have the grass of twenty cows. He have fat cattle besides and he have the holding of money”. Later Thomasheen tries to convince Mena using the prospect of her getting money – “Think of the 200 sovereigns dancing in the heel of your fist”.  (Money, but not land, is important in Casablanca – it can buy people’s way to freedom). Sean Dota has a certain amount of power because of his (relatively) high social status – “There is a servant boy and a servant girl. There is spring water in the back yard”.  Again the changing of cultural context is flagged by Mena (not with any great approval) – “’Tis all love and romancing these days with little thought for comfort or security”. We get a glimpse of the loneliness that can afflict people, especially single older men in rural Ireland – “He would swim the Shannon for a young wife … There is the longing he have been storing away these years past” (Thomasheen about Sean Dota); “I am a single man. I know what a man have to do who have no woman to lie with him. He have to drink hard, or he have to walk under the black sky when every eye is closed in sleep” (Thomasheen about himself). There’s more of the distinctive local language – “hould your hoult woman”, “Rameish”, “bean a’ tighe”. 

3.  Mike talks to Mena about the Match

In the stage directions we get a glimpse of the status/position of men in this cultural context: “The man of the house is home! The woman must become alert in her own way.” He is obviously the breadwinner – he has the money he has earned – but he’s not one of those men who keeps most for himself and just gives the wife some housekeeping money. After putting it in his pocket at first he eventually gives it to her, suggesting her power in the household. We get a flavour of the farming background – Mike comes in with a sack of hay (into the house!), and talks about having sold bonhams. There’s yet another suggestion of cultural change – farmers getting more money instead of being poor – “It makes a great change from beggin’ and pinchin’ with our craws often only half filled” (Mike). There’s evidence of bad feeling between farmers and shopkeepers – “It does the heart good top see the shopkeepers scrapin’ and bowin’” (Mike). The interest in money is also shown in what Mike says: “”Money is the best friend a man ever had”. The cultural practice of matchmaking is also an issue in this scene – Mike’s initial reaction is similar to what Mena’s was in the previous scene, even before he knows about Sean Dóta – “Are you going simple woman? … She’s only a child”. He completely flips when he hears the match is with Sean Dóta – “A million thousand times no! … Sive and that oul’ corpse of a man”. Again we see that this kind of matchmaking didn’t have social approval. The dowry aspect comes up again: “What farmer … would take her without money?”. Again social change is suggested – “She has book-learning. She will turn a deaf ear to matchmaking”. We get more evidence of the stigma of illegitimacy – “the slur and the doubt hanging over her” (Mena about Sive). The narrow parochial aspect of the place is highlighted also – everybody seems to know Sive’s personal story –“That much is well known from one end of the parish to the other” (Mena). The romances in Casablanca are more genuine, but there are other forms of manipulation and exploitation in that context – pick pocketing, bribery, murder etc, And money is often at the heart of that exploitation as well. More colloquial language: “Sit down a tamaill”, “bonham”, “little lurgadawn of a man”. 

4. Sive and Liam Scuab Meet

Matchmaking again shown as one of the features of the cultural context – but again also a suggestion that the cultural attitudes are changing. The two young people have no time for this practice. Sive says “it’s horrible”. We see also that family feuds and the prejudices that go with them are part of the cultural context – “Hoe dare one of your breed cross my door in” (Mike to Liam). Social class is also a feature of the cultural context, though there aren’t any huge distinctions – the Scuab family are more educated – “his voice cultured and refined” (stage instructions about Liam); “Quick words and book readin’ like all belonging to you” (Mike to Liam), though by trade he’s a labourer. It could be argued that education is, or will be, power in this context especially for the future. There’s no major class distinction in Casablanca – war is a leveller. Those with money, permits, property (like Rick and the owner of the Blue Parrot) and military force (the Nazis and the local police) are the ones most obviously with power. 

*more references between key scenes:

We get a glimpse of some of the local superstitions – “the phuca, the mad red eyes of him” (Thomasheen). 

5. Mena, Mike and Thomasheen talk about the match

The issue of education and how much or how little it’s valued is raised again. Sive’s education is to be sacrificed just to make the match work and keep her away from Liam – “she must finish with her schoolin’” (Thomasheen). This is in spite of Mike recognising that Sive is clever, and so would benefit from education – “Sive is young, with a brain in her”. Again we see the importance of money in this cultural context – “The money is a great temptation” (Mike) – as it is in Casablanca. In both cases, but in different ways, it has to do with survival – “It is enough to have to find the bite to eat”. In the cultural context of the play Sive there are many attitudes to love and romance – for the young such things are important – “She will be dreaming about love with a young man”. For others it’s a more practical matter – Thomasheen scoffs at romantic love “He would sooner stick his snout in a plate of mate and cabbage … than whisper a bit of his fondness for you” (Thomasheen to Mena about Mike); it’s more like business - “£100 would see me settled in with her” (Thomasheen about the woman he plans to marry). In Casablanca there are also different attitudes to love, though it’s hard to say which dominates. For Rick and Ilsa romance and passion are important. Between Ilsa and Laszlo it’s more about affection, loyalty and political idealism, for Renault it’s opportunism. 

*more references between key scenes: 
Before the visit of Pats and Carthalawn we see Mena baking – home baking was a feature of the cultural context. We also get a flavour of the varying attitudes to the travellers. Thomasheen is most dismissive (of the Bococks in particular) – “sons of the devil” and “rogues”. Mena hasn’t much time for them either: “Nothing more and nothing less than beggars”. Nanna is more positive: “They are the people of the road – the travelling people. They are above the class beggar”. 

6. First Visit of Pats and Carthalawn

This scene gives us an insight into yet another aspect of the cultural context of the play Sive – a typical feature of rural Ireland – the travelling community. They have distinctive dress – “typical of the southern tinker”. They have odd clothes (e.g. a swallow-tail coat that has perhaps been donated), they look “poverty-stricken”. They are big into music – they sing a lot when they are on stage, and Carthalawn carries a bodhrán. It is the custom to stand (as Nanna does) when such wandering minstrels enter a house – “because the first song must be in praise of the man of the house”. And that’s the first song they sing: “Mike Glavin you’re the man … with a dacent house to old man and gorsoon”. In this culture there are different reactions to these travellers – Nanna is welcoming – “I will give ye the grain o’ tay and sugar out of respect for yeer singing”, but Mena is not, and is mean with them – “You will give nothing! Is it how you think that tea and sugar are made by wishing”. Thomasheen is downright insulting, calling them “a brace of dirty beggars” and “the two biggest robbers walking the roads of Ireland”, as well as turning his back on them. Superstition is evident – Nanna says: “There’s no luck in refusing a man of the road”, and there’s the way Carthalawn puts curses on Thomasheen -  e.g.  “May the snails devour his corpse” and later: “May the devil sweep the hairy creature soon”. By contrast, in Casablanca there is little of local ethnic flavour – most of characters are foreign, it’s much more of a cultural melting pot, whereas the setting of Sive is a much more homogenous place. We just get occasional glimpses of the local shops and markets. Once again, as in previous scenes, we get a sense that the culture is changing – no longer a guaranteed welcome for the travellers: “’Tis the changing of the times” (Pats). The matchmaking issue comes up again as the travellers have got wind of what’s happening – they even include it in a song: “the young will wed the old/And the old man have the money for the child”. In general Keane shows the travellers with dignity. 

*more references between key scenes:
We get a glimpse of the treatment of old people. The nasty was Mena treats Nanna (you ‘oul wretch”) may not be typical, but Thomasheen gives an unpleasant picture of old people abandoned in the county home – “You will see the crowds of them sticking their heads out of the windows watching the visitors coming and going and they hoping that someone will come to take them away out of it”. 

7. Mena and Sive talk about the match
There’s a clash of values in this cultural context. For Mena it’s all about property, money and social status – “Take heed of a man with a piece of property. He will stand over his promise”. Her valuing of such status may come from her own poverty stricken upbringing when she had none of these things – “wondering where the next ha’penny would come from”. Her situation has improved somewhat, having married Mike, but there is still the bitterness from her earlier cultural context. That same earlier context also drove Sive’s father to emigrate for work, but Mena puts a sour interpretation on this – “Your father was never a father … he straightened his sails and disappeared”. There is a different kind of contrast of cultural contexts in Casablanca – the happy times in free Paris before the invasion, compared with the repression later in Casablanca. 
8. Liam’s Attempt to see Sive
Religion isn’t that prominent in the play, but here Liam shows a rather positive, generous and visionary approach to it, as seen in the quotes above. It impinges on Mena in a different way – Liam’s theological speech seems to prod her conscience and is driven into a “violent temper”. For her and Mike the religion seems more social – when Liam leaves, Mena tells Mike “You have a priest to see”, presumably to organise the wedding. The place of religion in the cultural context is further suggested by the phrases the characters use in their normal way of talking – e.g. “In the honour of God”; “for God’s sake”. The issue of attitudes to the match is raised again. The fact that such matchmaking does not have broad support in this cultural context is shown by Liam’s description of attitudes in the town – “In the village the public-houses are full of the mockery of it”. Liam describes it as a “terrible auction”. In Casablanca the only suggestion of religion is a shot of the minaret (tower at mosque) at the start. 

*more references between key scenes:

There is more evidence of local superstition – “There is a curse of evil on this house. Your dead sister and my dead daughter will curse it from her grave … There was never an ounce of luck in this house since that greasy bitch darkened the door of it”. (Nanna to Mike).
9.  The Letter
Once again the match is the centre of attention, but it’s not seen as typical matchmaking, rather as a particularly bizarre and aberrant version, where there is much nasty manipulation and deceit (as there is in Casablanca, especially in relation to Renault). Sometimes in Casablanca the deceit is used to trick the Nazis in order to engineer an escape. Elopement is seen as a way to counter a match: “they will be married as soon as possible” (Pats). Once again we see the travellers in a good light – helping to get the letter from Liam to Sive – it is those from the settled community that let her down. Their way of life is also evident: “At the caravan last night we were boiling a hare”. The problem of illiteracy in this context is shown when Thomasheen can’t read the letter: “I had no time for schoolin’ when I was a boy”. 

*more references between key scenes:

We get an outline of cultural change in a long speech from Pats. “There is money-making everywhere. The face of the country is changing … The shopkeeper is losing his stiffness … The farmer will be the new lord of the land … There will be great changes everywhere. The servant boy is wearing the collar and tie. The servant girl is painting and powdering”. Cultural change is less certain in Casablanca as the outcome of the war is not certain. 
10. The Ending

We see the cultural disapproval of suicide, which is partly religious. The practice in the past was not to bury such people in holy ground – this is what weighs on Mike’s mind – (“she must have the priest … she must be buried in holy ground”) showing his concern for religion and for social status – presumably it would bring shame on the family if she were not buried in holy ground. His attitude borders on superstition – “There’s no luck in going for a priest alone”. As we saw earlier with the travellers, again there’s use of a curse, this time from Liam to Mena: “That the hand of Jesus may strike you dead”. The use of ballads to tell a story is seen again, when Carthalawn sings a song for the occasion, adding more cultural texture (like the use of the French anthem at the end of Casablanca.) Also at the end of Casablanca we are reminded of the broader cultural context of the war – Rick shooting Strasser during the escape, Rick himself having to escape, Renault apparently being more willing to side with the French Resistance.  

