
 

 

The transition of individuals into new phases of life and social contexts 
are often challenging and confronting as, paradoxically, the impediments 
to transformative growth become the catalysts for the movement into 
new phases of life. Willy Russell’s 1980 play, Educating Rita, employs 
characterisation, dramatic action and dialogue to portray the motivation, 
process and consequences of such growth. Omar Musa’s 2015 
autobiographical slam poem, “Capital Letters,” utilises the power of 
autobiography, graphic imagery and the skilful use of contrast to express 
the significant transitions that define Musa’s life. 
 

The motivation, process and consequences of Rita’s emancipation from 
the social and biological determinism imposed upon her are conveyed 
by her pursuit of education and yearning for freedom. Rita’s expositional 
dialogue depicts her life’s constriction to superficial and meaningless 
drudgery, her choices dictated by her husband, her peers and her 
parents, “If I’d started taking school seriously I would have become 
different from me mates, an’ that’s not allowed.” Rita’s participation in 
the Open University course exposes the belligerent attitudes adopted by 
the people in her life who would impede her deviation from class-
imposed pathways in life, conveyed by the simile, “It’s like drug addicts 
isn’t’ it, they hate it one of them tries to break away.” Russell uses 
allusion to the Book Burnings of Nazi Germany within Rita’s dialogue 
“Denny found out I was on the pill again… he burnt all me books” to 
emphasize how Rita’s desires for freedom by pursuing education is 
interpreted by the community to be a transgression from their world, akin 
to how Nazis burnt books seen as subversive to their ideologies. In 
response to Denny’s ultimatum about her pregnancy, Rita establishes a 
new, independant future ahead of her “He said I betrayed him… but I 
couldn’t betray meself.” Rita’s anaphoric dialogue emphasizes how, 
paradoxically, this seeming restraint from moving into new phases of life 
becomes a catalyst that impels Rita’s new transition in life – freeing her 
from the constraints of Denny’s tyranny. Rita’s new transition in life 
involves her liberation from existential inevitability and gender 
stratification whilst empowering her with the choice to live her own life. 
 

In “Capital Letters,” Musa uses autobiographical reminiscences 
hyperbolized by the emotive power of slam-poetry to show recount the 
motivations and the fluctuating nature of transitioning into new phases of 
life. The sibilants within the metaphor, “suburbs inscribed on scarified 
earth,” suggest the disgust Musa feels with the marginalisation he 
experiences within an immigrant minority in a Canberran suburb that is a 
dilapitated environment. Musa employs reptilian imagery, allusive insults 
and contrast to portray the alienation caused by racist, xenophobic 



 

 

stereotyping, “...carnivorous tales sloping down gentrified streets, the 
hiss of talk-back serpents, the whistle of ‘Go back where you came 
from.” In the face of cultural adversity and prejudice, Omar “lost faith and 
leapt into the whirlpool,” submitting his life to narcotics and illicit activity. 
However, his drift paradoxically opened him to other pathways for 
transition. Musa uses a traditional metaphor of enlightenment, “...I found 
that something, the key connecting old and new,” to portray how such 
alienation becomes a catalyst for him to experience connection with 
others who are marginalized. The asyndetic allusion to influential figures, 
“Tupacs... Kendrick Lamars… El Haji Malik El Shabazz,” represents 
Omar’s appreciation for those who represented the powerless, 
dismissed minority and through their actions, “taught us the power of our 
voices, of nonconformity.”  Musa recounts how such obstacles and 
revelations lit a beacon that illuminates the pathway of transition into 
new phases of life. 
Russell utilizes the play’s dramatic action to chronicle the process of 
transition that teaches her that self-awareness and perseverance are 
rudimentary to the self-determination necessary for the growth into new 
phases of life. Rita’s working class colloquialisms underscores her 
discomfort with being required to fulfil roles assigned to her by friends, 
past and present and in this case, Frank, “...I don’t wanna spend the 
night takin’ the piss, comin’ on with the funnies because that’s the only 
way I can get into the conversation. I didn’t want to come to your house 
just to play the court jester.” However, Russell uses Rita’s frustration 
with the lack of acceptance of her transformation to illustrate how 
setbacks become catalysts for growth as she recounts the stagnation of 
her life, encapsulated in her mother’s symbolic observation, “we could 
sing better songs than those,” conveying how Rita needs to advance 
with her ambitions or face the consequence of regretting her decision. 
Rita’s determined tone signifies that she learns perseverance is 
essential to progression, “And that’s why I came back. And that’s why 
I’m staying.”  
Furthermore, the growth of Rita’s character is fundamentally tied to her 
critical self-awareness and the realization of her errors. With Trish’s 
attempted suicide Rita realizes that she had been foolishly handing over 
choice in clothing, accent and poetry a fragile woman whose lifestyle is 
as insipid as the one Rita wishes to relinquish, her misjudgement 
highlighted with Frank’s metaphor “you’ve found a different song, that’s 
all-and on your lips it’s shrill and hollow and tuneless.” However, Rita 
returns to her true name, “Susan,” to symbolize her emancipation and 
autonomy and, by exerting her power of “choice,” can determine her own 
destiny.  
 



 

 

Musa uses autobiography to manifest how the transition into new 
phases of life and social contexts requires the individual to overcome 
adversity. Consequently, the individual transcends the external 
limitations around them and become a catalyst for the transition of 
others. Musa’s discovery of “the figures who taught us the power of our 
voices, of nonconformity,” who feel similar marginalization and socio-
existential impoverishment, drives him to embrace the power of rap 
poetry to fight against such discrimination. Musa’s liberation is illustrated 
by the street and traditional metaphors of enlightenment, “unfolding 
before us the fractals of cosmos & starlight, a world so unbearably 
bright.” Brightness symbolises the afterlife, perhaps suggesting that in 
order for an individual to transcend, they must abandon what is 
associated with their old phase of life.The celebratory plea to “be that 
something, something airborne, gold-shot, beings arranged in a 
calligraphy of rhythm and rebellion” urges the audience to seek 
transcendence by distinguishing themselves from the ordinary and 
mundane. Musa’s appeal is reinforced by inclusive pronouns contrasted 
to anaphoric official appellations of inadequacy – “we, us   …. We are 
more than statistics, we are more than misfits, we are more than your 
dreams are unrealistic,” conveying to the audience that an individual can 
surpass artificial boundaries society subjects them to. The use of 
religious diction in conjunction with emphatic rhythm and metre “this is 
the new scripture of our lives … spelt in sky-scraper high capital letters, 
BOLD” signifies a new ideology that endorses the power of all to make 
transitions in life that redefine their reality. For an individual to overcome 
the limitations placed upon them by society is a transition of life that 
ultimately transcends them into a state of enlightenment.  
 

By exploiting the stylistic devices appropriate to their respective genres, 
both Russell and Musa use their texts to embody how individuals can 
move beyond constraining contexts that frustrate human potential and 
possibility and discover the freedom and emancipation that allows that 
self determination and choice that defines transition into new phases of 
life and social contexts. 
 


