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Abstract: In this paper we explore some key elements of arts-based learning approaches and how they can create powerful transformative learning opportunities in relation to examining experiences of oppression and difference. Particular attention is given to popular theatre processes and how they support storytelling, embodied knowing and engaging with emotions. 

Introduction

We believe that through the arts, (theatre, drawing, painting, dance, movement, music, poetry and other creative texts); we can tap into a kind of knowing that deepens and expands our exploration of oppression and difference. Arts-based embodied approaches can create spaces where risky storytelling can take place. Authentic engagement with our experiences of being oppressed as well as oppressing others is a highly emotive process, requiring that we listen to ourselves, our bodies and to each other with deep empathy.  These exchanges can often involve conflict between individuals and within oneself. The arts are creative activities that can support storytelling and respectful, empathetic listening that honor emotions. As Maxine Greene (1995) argues: "It may well be the imaginative capacity that allows us also to experience empathy with different points of view, even with interests apparently at odds with ours”. (p. 31) 


Exploring oppression from a transformational learning perspective requires engaging with the subjective-objective dialectic, that is, it involves both the naming of lived experiences that are often painful and traumatic, and also a process of making sense of these experiences in order to collectively and individually take action to achieve social justice. We have both witnessed the limitations of abstract, rational engagement with the topic of oppression and difference, particularly how such conversations often do not engage with emotions and embodied forms of knowing. In contrast, through our research and teaching practices, we have discovered how creative, embodied arts-based activities can create crucial spaces for sharing difficult stories and how these processes can provide alternative pathways to theorizing about them, within a plurality of experiences and understandings. Arts-based and embodied activities offer a medium for sharing experiences, of breaking silences in a way that allows the storyteller and their audiences to bear witness and respond with deep empathy.  The arts, particularly popular theatre processes, are very effective ways to engage with conflict, pluralities of experiences, and respectful listening.

Given the space limitations of this paper, we will be focusing on one particular arts-based process--popular theatre. We begin with a brief introduction to popular theatre followed by discussions about embodied knowing, storytelling, and affective knowing; offering examples of how these elements might be played out in a popular theatre process. We focus on these elements, as we believe they are key to creating spaces for transformational learning. While these domains of knowing are discussed individually we recognize that they significantly overlap and want to emphasize their interconnectedness.

Popular Theatre

Popular theatre is dynamic process which uses theatre exercises to move through cycles of exploration, analysis and taking action on matters of concern to individuals and their communities. Popular theatre is called popular because, as Prentki and Selman (2000) note:

 It is theatre created with, by and for the communities most involved in the issues it seeks to address. When the process of making the theatre is given over to community members, communities can come to control the content and the form of this powerful medium. A space is created where groups and individuals can afford to work on dangerous issues. (p. 8)


Popular theatre works with people’s lived experience. The process of discovering, uncovering and telling personal stories are at its heart. The work is closely linked with Freire’s theories and methods, with theatre creation offering a dynamic and more fluid approach to strategically blending codification and decodification processes (Kidd, 1983, p. 12). Stories are mined for their meanings, making issues tangible and personal and, conversely, revealing social and systemic oppression. Brazilian educator, director, activist Augusto Boal created the Theatre of the Oppressed in 1970. Influenced by Freire’s work, participants were invited to share their personal stories of struggle and oppression using the medium of spontaneous theatre to work out alternative solutions to personal and societal problems which could then be translated into action. (Boal, 1979, 2000). Some popular theatre facilitators seek to dramatize these ‘true stories’, whereas others see personal storytelling as a step in a longer process, where fictionalized stories are created from the process of storytelling. Salihu Bappa and Michael Etherton (1983) propose that fiction is “capable of presenting a picture of reality with such stunning clarity that it reveals the different levels of the specific social reality which exists in that community” (p. 56). They state that popular theatre “is purposefully different” from traditional western drama: “The roles of the characters, everyday life and society itself are all shown to be subject to change. The play provides a means of objectifying social reality for the purpose of changing it” (p. 56).

Creating images, or theatrical metaphors, is another key feature of many popular theatre processes.  Participants explore and relate their experiences and understandings via the body.  Lib Spry (1986) sees image work as a “profoundly radical and democratic process”:

Our bodies are shaken out of their usual molds, our senses are stimulated; we are dynamized by the alternatives we are trying and the discovery of the consequences of different actions. We rehearse well and from these rehearsals we will choose a solution most useful to us, individually or collectively. When we go back to our daily lives we will try ‘to create a future instead of waiting for it’ (p. 54).

Many popular theatre facilitators and drama educators view group trust building as central to successful work.  Drama educator Helen Nicholson (2002) proposes that “a productive and creative environment built on an ethic of care does not mean that there will be agreement between participants; on the contrary, a political theory of trust acknowledges that a caring environment may create a robust environment in which debate, dissent, [and] generosity…might be encouraged and valued” (p. 90). Without this, the experience is “vulnerable to injustice and closed to the potentially liberating risks of difference” (p. 88).

Embodied Knowing

Using the body, being conscious of the body as a vehicle and source of knowledge is central to popular theatre processes and other arts-based activities. Much more attention is now being given to embodied knowing.  Allen (1995) argues that our earliest ways of knowing are preverbal.  Children naturally express themselves through music, drawing, and dancing and dramatic play often before they acquire a spoken language (Lawrence, 2005). Paradoxically, traditional schooling insists that we work at a desk, remaining still and silent much of the time.  We are even punished for excessive activity or “talking out of turn”. Matthews (1998) labels educators’ disregard of children‘s bodily activity and their view of it as a distraction to learning, as “miseducative”.

As adults, we sometimes lack the words to express how we are feeling, particularly in issues of oppression or when the feelings are very strong. While the words may not be there, the knowledge is present all the same. As we have noted earlier, we have found that drawing upon extra-rational processes, particularly the arts, is a way of making this knowledge visible.  One way we do this is though the body. “Something is being made sense of before words can describe it. I call this experience ‘somatic nudges’—I know something in my body before I have the words to express the knowledge” (Lindsay, 2002, p.170). 

Embodied knowing challenges the Cartesian dualism of the mind-body split along with positivistic notions of the knower as a separate and distant observer from the known. Walking down a dark street and seeing shadows in the distance raises an “alert”. Your heart races, breathing becomes shallow, your throat may become restricted and your skin may feel cold and clammy. These responses are instinctual and automatic and come before our brain registers fear or feelings of being threatened. To take this a step further, we would not acquire the cognitive knowledge without the bodily sensations to clue us in. Embodied or somatic knowing precedes all other ways of knowing. Somatic knowing triggers affective knowing (emotion), which in turn triggers cognitive knowing. Brockman (2001) believes that unlike cultural-linguistic theories of knowledge which are culture specific, somatic knowing which locates the source of knowledge in one’s body (which we all have) promises a broader more inclusive epistemology that transcends cultures.

Michelson (1998) offers a feminist critique of traditional theories of experiential learning, which see learning as occurring upon cognitive reflection on experience, rather than in the actual experience as it occurs. She argues that “Learning is understood as a moment of emotional and physical response [to experience] not a moment of dispassionate self-reflection, as the product of an embodied, social selfhood rather than of a disembodied mind.” (p. 226). Similarly, Denise Nadeau who used popular theatre for economic development with a group of women workers in Mexico City believes that the privileging of the mind and denial of the body as a source of knowledge has a profound silencing effect on women creating a deep sense of powerlessness. The way to interrupt these oppressive structures is to invite women to tap into their body wisdom (Nadeau, 1996). 

In popular theatre the body is central to the activities; many of the warm-up exercises used in popular theatre processes help students get in touch with their embodied selves. For example, participants might be asked in a workshop exploring oppression, to state their name and provide some kind of gesture that symbolizes how they are feeling in the moment about the topic. Participants are encouraged to not 'think' too much, but to go with whatever comes up in the moment. For example, someone might give a big sigh after they say their name, or a moan, or cover their eyes. Others in the group are then invited to collectively mimic the gesture as they repeat the participant's name and welcome the individual.

Knowing Through Storytelling

As noted above, much of the power of popular theatre is its focus on telling stories which provide an avenue into examining the specifics of our daily lives, an important aspect of disrupting how processes of domination ignore and render invisible individual's experiences of oppression. Human beings have engaged in the oral tradition of storytelling since the beginning of time. According to Cajete (1994), “the telling of story is such a universal part of human communication and learning that it may be that story is one of the most basic ways the human brain structures and relates experience” (p. 137). Through stories we share our feelings, heal wounds, discover hope, increase understanding, and strengthen community.

Stories always reflect the lived experience or subjectivity of the storyteller, which may or may not reflect reality. Many women in particular have constituted their subjectivity through internalized oppressive structures; sometimes damaging (and largely erroneous) assumptions about self. Davies (1992) found poststructuralist theory to be a useful construct to challenge old stories that serve to subjugate and oppress, allowing us to examine multiple discourses and create multiple stories about how we see ourselves.

Storytelling is a powerful way to challenge our dominant ideologies of what is considered “normal” (Butterwick & Selman, 2006). The arts are a way to tell our stories, very personal experiences of pain or oppression, conflict or confusion and to also share them with others. Performing our stories takes the knowledge to a new level. Ellis and Bochner (1992) created a play to share their stories of male and female perspectives of pain when the couple chose to have an abortion.  They discovered that: “Performing the narrative extends the process of inquiry by introducing another form in which one experiences the experience” (p. 98)
When we share our stories through the arts we can see them through our own and others’ embodied interpretations–we can stand back a bit and see our story from a different angle which can help with analysis of the problem and identifying steps for action. In this way we can imagine alternative realities and write new stories with more positive outcomes. In doing so we become agents for personal and collective transformation.

Following from the introductory exercise mentioned above, small groups of 3-4 people are formed by inviting individuals to search out others whose gestures, during the introduction, touched them in some way. In these small groups, participants are then directed to share something about themselves and their gestures, to tell a story that relates to the gesture, and finally to create a group body sculpture, or collective tableau or image, that captures aspects of these stories. These images are then shown to the larger group who comment on what they feel, what they see, and what kinds of stories might be represented in the image.

Affective Knowing

Closely tied to telling stories and processes of embodiment are tapping into our feelings, not just what we are thinking. Mezirow (1991) introduced transformative learning as a process of critically reflecting on our assumptions and meaning making schemes and reframing our ways of understanding based upon more inclusive information. This assertion implies that transformation is largely a rational process. Yet, our most profound experiences; what Mezirow refers to as “disorienting dilemmas” (p.168) i.e. childbirth, death, job loss etc are fraught with great emotion. 

Until recently, our western culture has not recognized the value of affective knowing.  Women in particular were criticized for being “too emotional “and thus less effective in leadership roles. We are now learning that not only is emotion a valid source of knowledge, it is critical. Emotions often come to us in symbolic imagery. According to Dirkx (2001 p. 64)) “Emotionally charged images, evoked through the contexts of adult learning, provide the opportunity for a more profound access to the world by inviting a deeper understanding of ourselves in relationship with it.” Knowledge accessed through emotion can take us to the deepest recesses of our soul. We can use this affective knowledge to enter into an authentic dialogue with self and others to explore the meaning of our experiences at a deeper level.

Our traditional discursive form of everyday speech, however, is limited in its potential for authentic dialogue, particularly when the conversation is about difficult and painful experiences around difference or oppression. Marshall Rosenberg (1999) who teaches about non-violent communication discusses how many of us fall victim to “emotional slavery” (p. 60) a state of internalized oppression where one takes on the responsibility for the feelings and actions of others.  Many of us are illiterate when it comes to feelings. We are not in touch with our emotions or lack the language to express them. 
Energetic movement and dance, creating visual art, poetry and music takes us to a feeling state allowing us to access our emotions in new and dynamic ways. We use symbol, imagery and story as a way to uncover knowledge that probably always existed but was veiled or hidden from our consciousness. Arts-based learning can be a way to connect us with our emotional states, which can result in altering our communication patterns and ultimately our way of being in the world.

Feelings can be assessed more easily when we listen, attend to our bodies- the rapidly beating heart, shortness or breath, flushing of the skin. In the activity outlined above, after the images are shared, the audience is invited to call out what they see, how they felt, and what feelings and stories they thought were being expressed/represented. Following this, the members of the tableau talk about their process and what they were portraying. Often in these discussions, many different interpretations are offered. The artists/creators of the tableau are often surprised by the different meanings that the audience members are creating, which lead to a rich and deeper exploration. This exercise can identify some themes that are then built upon as the popular theatre process continues. Another way to work with the tableaus is to invite the small groups to gather together again and illustrate in a second body sculpture or tableau, a transformation of the oppression articulated in their first image. This new image would be shown and unpacked in a similar fashion to the first one. In exploring the process of transformation e.g. ‘how did you get from the first image to the second, transformed, image?’, often more stories are told, new feelings emerge, and the horizon of understanding oppression and transformation is expanded.

Conclusions


In the limited space of this paper, we have discussed how popular theatre activities tap into embodied knowing, offer spaces for storytelling, and honor the emotional dimensions of our experiences. We have outlined a few activities that illustrate these elements. We argue that arts-based learning, like theatre, is a powerful way to tell stories of oppression, to honor the specificity of those experiences, and engage with an analysis of them in order to determine actions that can move us in the direction of achieving social justice which is “full participation and inclusion of everyone in a society’s major institutions, and the socially substantive opportunity for all to develop and exercise their capacities and realize their choices” (Young, 1990, p. 173).
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