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ABSTRACT 

As an artist-scholar, I query: In what ways does border perform, 

(dis)connect, alter, shift dissolve and (re)imagine identity? Migration is 

essential to human existence in this present ‘postnormal times’ 
characterized by chaos, contradictions, global displacement and 

neoliberal realities (Ziauddin, 2010). From voluntary to forced 

migration, border shifts as living and non-living things move, and it is 

constantly being re/negotiated. Beyond physical or territorial border 

navigated in migration, cultures and arts transverse boundaries 

because people move with cultural practices, beliefs and traditions. For 

instance, as migrants’ cultural practices and art forms trans-border, 

culture becomes a mobile apparatus that constantly changes and shifts 

from one form to another. As an autobiographical piece, in this article, I 

focus on the experience of the individual [me] to explore how my 

migratory and mobility experiences shape my identity and in turn find 

expression in my artistic practice. I engaged the notion of root and 
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routes to articulate the fact that I’m in constant motion of ‘shifting 
identities’ (Bhavnani & Phoenix, 1994) and creating my own ‘imagined 
communities’ (Anderson, 1991). I focus on my performance in an 

applied theatre project with refugees, immigrants, and international 

students in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. 

INTRODUCTION 

This research started as a way of positioning myself, thinking about my 

identity in the diaspora, and framing my theatre practice haven worked 

in different socio-economic, political, and cultural contexts. In this 

article, I engage roots and routes as a theoretical framework to explore 

the relationship between place attachment, identity, and mobility as an 

artist. I consider a complex relationship between these two metaphors 

through reflecting on the journeys of participating in and creating an 

applied theatre project with immigrants, refugees, and international 

students in Victoria, British Columbia especially as an African artist-

scholar. 

While researchers have largely focused on themes such as the 

relationship between border and security governance, migration and 

immigration policy, securitization, historicity, border control and visa 

regimes, borderland and culture (Dalby, 2020; Gunn, 2019; Luabe, 

2019; Mau, Gulzau, Luabe & Zuan, 2015; Saldivar, 2006; Roots, 1996; 

Johnson & Michaelsen, 1997), there is a limit of artistic interventions in 

the contemporary landscape of border security and resistance 

(Amoore & Hall, 2010). There is also still knowledge base around the 

intersection of border and identity within applied theatre especially as it 

affects the facilitator/applied theatre practitioner. For instance, Sally 

Mackey, an applied theatre scholar, observes that ‘relationship 
between place (and space) and applied theatre has been interpreted 

simply, perhaps too simply, in applied theatre scholarship’ (2016, p. 
107). Apart from the fact that works happen in non-traditional venues 

(Prentki & Preston, 2009), too often the focus on participants can 

exclude the practitioner, the practitioner’s identity, and the 
practitioner’s connection to the place and the culture. Thus, in this 

article, I explore the practitioner’s lived experience, identity and 

relationship to border. I draw on my personal life to investigate ways in 

which my experiences of migration and mobility shape my identity and 
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find expression in my artistic practice. Through this autobiographical 

approach (Reed-Danahay, 2001; Stanley, 1992), I discuss the notions 

of ‘shifting identities’ (Bhavnani & Phoenix, 1994), ‘imagined 

communities’ (Anderson, 1991) to better understand my roots and 

routes and how I conceive, perform and represent border in my 

practice. I focus on my performance in Onion Theatre, an applied 

theatre project with refugees, immigrants, and international students in 

Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. 

As an artist-researcher of African descent, my reflection on border, 

identity and race is both personal and political. My intention does not 

only touch on the quest for a more just, equitable, diverse, and 

inclusive (JEDI) society, it puts the practitioner who is also a participant 

in the project at the centre of the discourse. I inquiry: in what ways 

does border perform, (dis)connect, alter, shift, dissolve and (re)imagine 

identity? I focus on some vignettes/stories from my performance to 

reinforce the routes I have taken to either assert, reposition (shift) or 

reimagine my identity and the impact of my root in the process of 

presenting myself as a mobile (or nomad) yet bordered artist. A critical 

examination of the cultural roots and routes I have taken to be who I 

perceive I am, who I am not and perhaps who I am becoming. Through 

these stories of personal journey, I argue that the process of identity 

construction is relational, contextual and ambivalent in which the 

discourses of race, nationality and culture are constantly emerging, 

altered, and renewed. These routes and their cultural roots (place-

based and practice-based) are mutually intertwined in these processes 

because both create a rhizomatic inclination that is connected to any 

other, heterogeneous and multiple (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987). 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: ROOTS AND ROUTES 

Root has been a symbolic metaphor for place attachment in different 

cultures. It is part of a metaphorical system that refers to people’s link 

to place (the soil, the land, etc.), territory, culture and even practice 

(Lefebvre, 1974; de Certeau, 1984; Malkki, 1992). It also signifies 

emotional bonds with the physical environment (space/place) and often 

contain the notion of local community, shared culture, and at times 

natural identities. More recently, some authors have suggested that the 

relationship between place, people, and culture may also be thought of 
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in terms of routes taken in constructing identity (Clifford, 1997; Gilroy, 

1993; Hall, 1995; 1996; 2003). According to Hall (2003), identity is not 

as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps, instead of 

thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new 

cultural practices then represent, we should think of identity as a 

“production,” which is never complete, always in process, and always 

constituted within, not outside representation (Hall, p. 222). Hall 

proposes dual perspective of thinking around identity—one refers to 

the “oneness” with a shared culture, history, ancestry and some other 
commonly shared codes; the other perspective recognizes the 

transience of “one identity”, “one experience” due to the ruptures, 

disruptions, and discontinuities caused by the ‘continuous play of 
history, culture and power’ (p. 225). In the second sense, identity is a 

matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’ (p. 225). Identity 

constructions and presentation for me as an artist-scholar from Africa 

therefore, is ‘a process of negotiation between sites of agency, locally 
and globally perceived, conceived, or lived spaces of possibilities for 

belonging and establishing cultural dialogues’ (Maguire, 2005, p. 

1426). 

The above notion of becoming resonates with Benedict 

Anderson’s imagined communities and shifting identities. Anderson’s 

idea of nation or nation-ness from a physical perspective to a cultural 

viewpoint provides a unique hermeneutic lens to conceptualize identity 

and nationalism. From an anthropological perspective, Anderson 

defines nation as ‘an imagined political community—and imagined as 

both inherently limited and sovereign’ (1991, p. 6). Nation is imagined 
because: 

1. the members of even the smallest nation will never know most 

of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet 

in the minds of each lives the image of their communion; 

2. as limited because even the largest of them, encompassing 

perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, 

boundaries, beyond which lie other nations; 

3. as sovereign because the concept was born in an age in which 

Enlightenment and Revolution were destroying the legitimacy 

of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm; 

4. as a community because, regardless of the actual inequality 

and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 
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conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. (Anderson, 

1991, p. 6) 

Thus, if communities emerge through the roots and routes, then its 

identities can shift or its practices can evolve into something else. This 

unveils the constant change that characterizes our world and lend a 

voice to multi-layered, multivocal, complex, and constantly shifting 

performative contexts. This shows the intersection of arts and border 

as ‘an in-between period where old orthodoxies are dying, new ones 

are yet to be born, and very few things seem to make sense’ (Ziauddin, 

2010, p. 435). 

DEFINING BORDER: SETTING SOME PARAMETERS 

The word border evokes some sense of movement, stasis, space, 

processes, policies, and changes. My experience constructed as 

fractures of human existence is framed within the context of border 

using root and route as reference point. First, border as a physical 

geographical location that is visible and territorial. It can be touched, 

and it occupies physical space. A physical, geographical, and territorial 

understanding of border can define one’s root because it grounds one 

in a place, that is place attachment. This also means that there is 

possibility for either stasis or physical mobility or both. The concept of 

place is commonly used to signify a spatial entity that is experienced 

and perceived as meaningful either by one person or by a group of 

people (Canter, 1997). 

Secondly, beyond the physical border lies the invisible and 

intangible border. It resides in the sense of cultural epistemologies, 

ideologies and philosophies. It is responsible for socio-cultural, politico-

economical differentiations. Although this seems to exist at the level of 

abstract but it translates into how we perceive ourselves and how 

others perceive with implications on politics and policies, and world 

systems and governance. Thus, in this sense, border can provoke 

multiple meanings and diverse implications—from physical to non-

physical. The implications of physical and non-physical border whether 

from personal to political, socio-cultural, or economic deepen the 

discourse on roots and routes. For instance, culture that we produce 

originates from geographical spaces and the process of embodying 
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such cultural practices can transcend physical spaces. This is why 

people take culture across different borders and borderland, in the 

context of my research, people in diaspora such as immigrants and 

refugees. 

Within diasporic discourse, through the interplay of roots and 

routes, culture and cultural identity becomes something to preserve 

and cling onto in face of the migration of people, ideas, goods and 

capitals, and practices (Hall, 1990; 1996; 1997). Culture defines 

identity. Thus, the connection of roots and routes, border and culture 

reiterate how border alters culture, and how culture alters border. It 

reinforces ways in which roots alter routes, and vice versa, and the 

processes that shift identities. In the context of an artist, it positions the 

artist in its artistic expressions—both in presentation and 

representation. It further positions a hybridization of identities as it 

acknowledges the power of culture at the border and off the border. 

Culture in this context is viewed as both territorial and non-territory; a 

bounded system contained in a defined territory, homogenous, 

heterogeneous, and shared by members of society (Sterling, 2012). 

Roots and routes create both mobile and immobile understanding of 

cultural forms, cultural stereotypes hybridity, identity separation and 

polarization (Anzaldua, 1987; Rosaldo, 1989; Vila, 2000; 2003). The 

summit of the understanding of shifting identities through roots and 

routes is about finding commonalities and celebrating differences. 

METHODS AND MATERIALS: AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND APPLIED 

THEATRE 

I have chosen to engage narrative identity as a methodological tool in 

this research. Narrative identity is a person’s internalized and evolving 

life story, integrating the reconstructed past and imagined future to 

provide life with some degree of unity and purpose (Singer, 2004). 

Narrative identity thrives on the notion that human beings are natural 

storytellers. In fact, people construct and share stories about 

themselves. They pay attention to particular episodes and periods in 

their lives and what those experiences mean to them. A person may 

construct and internalize an evolving and integrative story for life out of 

the episodic particulars of autobiographical memory. This is what 

psychologists today call a narrative identity (Singer, 2004). In essence, 

narrative identity reconstructs the autobiographical past and imagines 

69 



 

 

 

     

   

     

  

  

    

      

  

         

    

     

   

  

   

  

  

   

   

     

    

 

 

 

 

       

  

 

   

    

   

    

  

   

     

  

On Border and Identity 

the future in such a way as to provide a person’s life with some degree 

of cohesion, purpose, and meaning (McAdams & McLean, 2013). 

Thus, a person’s life story synthesizes episodic memories with 
envisioned goals, creating a coherent account of identity in time. 

Through narrative identity, people convey to themselves and to others 

their identity—who they are now, how they came to be, and where they 

think their lives may be going in the future. As an autobiographical 

piece, I reconstruct the autobiographical past, perceives the present 

and imagines the future’ in such a way as to provide a person’s life 
with some degree of unity, purpose, and meaning (Coffey, 2011). 

Thus, a person’s life story synthesizes episodic memories with 
envisioned goals, creating a coherent account of identity in time’ 
(McAdams & McLean, 2013, p.233). This methodology lends itself to 

applied theatre because it involves storytelling (Prendergast & Saxton, 

2009), and engages performance to humanize experiences. The Onion 

Theatre (OT) is an applied theatre project for many reasons: It involved 

using theatre and drama skills for the purposes of teaching, exploring 

human experiences, creating space to discuss issues that can foster 

social change, and building a sense of community (Prentki & Nicola, 

2021; Breed & Prentki, 2021; Taylor, 2006). OT is process-driven and I 

devised personal stories of participants in an ethical way to create a 

performance that focused on immigrants’ experience (Freebody, et al, 

2018; Prendergast & Saxton, 2009). 

ONION THEATRE (OT) 

The Onion Theatre (OT), a three-year community theatre project in 

Victoria, Canada, sets out to create safe and positive spaces for 

youth—newly-arrived, international students, settlers, and migrants— 
where they can have diverse conversations about social justice issues 

in an ever-changing world and culture. Over the three years (2017-

2019), the project involved more than 20 participants from over 10 

countries with stories about their experiences now that they live in 

Canada. Specifically, it focused on three central ideas that participants 

identified as relevant in the resettling process in Canada: Arriving, 

Becoming and Belonging—what it means to arrive in a new place, 

settle in and belong (Balfour, et al, 2015). The subject matter also has 

broader implication in the ongoing conversation in North America 
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around justice, equity, diversity and inclusion (JEDI), systemic racism, 

and social justice for minority groups. Participants shared their lived 

experiences and it inspired devised performances I directed and 

performed in the final performance. It was performed in community 

spaces with participants who wanted to perform. We did not perform in 

2019 due to the needs of the group – many participants needed to 

attend to personal needs, and we had to stop the project when they felt 

they could no longer continue. In total, we performed 8 times for over 

900 audience members in public spaces in Victoria. And we secured 

funding from different organizations. 

Here are some excerpts from Onion Theatre. 

Story One 

Names. It starts from and always comes back to names. The one 

you call yourself, the ones that others call you. My name is... My 

mother once told me: “Your name is entirely yours. Your name 
was given to you for a purpose… it means something, not to you 
alone but to your place of birth… At times, it can summarize or 

even prophesy what’s ahead… Your name goes with you 

everywhere, anywhere, and will always connect you with your 

family.” I have gotten used to different versions of my 
name...Taiwo, Tiawo, Taiwu’… I have pondered many times. 

‘Does it matter? I have also been asked ‘Why does it matter’? 

I have heard stories from immigrants and how their names were 

misspelt, mispronounced and dismissed. “This does not matter we 

tell ourselves… we get used to it” I was told by many. “But what 
we can’t be used to is when our names decides whether we are 

called back for that job interview or not, if we are considered 

intelligent or dismissed as unintelligible, or whether we are racially 

being profiled or not. It is important we are seen fully… in every 

aspect…” 

Story Two 

Taiwo: Certain identities, constructs and ideas have been imposed on 

some countries due to moments in their history, and citizens 

of such countries are seen as terrorists, prostitutes, and 

poverty-stricken beggars… Among other things, where I come 
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from is known for corruption… Trust me, I am not here to 

defend atrocities that some citizens (leaders and followers 

alike) from and in my country continually perpetrate. I am here 

to defend myself. I am from Nigeria but does that mean I am 

corrupt? 

We make it look as if everything is perfect here [in Canada 

and other ‘developed’ countries] as if there is no corruption, 

marginalization, displacement and greed here… the list is 
endless… I think these inhumane attributes are part of human 
nature and are the cause of our problem in the world… In fact, 

every country has its own scum, we only need to be honest 

and address it. 

[…] 

The Other ENTERS. 

Taiwo: (cont.)The first time an alibi said… 

Me: Taiwu, you know I have heard that Nigerians are corrupt but 

you are truthful and honest. 

Taiwo: To him it was a compliment, but to me, it was insulting and 

demeaning because I have been seen from the perspective of 

the Other just like some still think Africa is a country… 

So I asked him, how would you feel if you were seen in the 

shadow of the other? Have you imagined how your life will be 

if I relate with you based on the assumption, I have heard 

about the region you come from? 

By the way, my name is not Taiwu or Taiwooo, my name is 

Taiwo… It is a name given to the first child of the twins in 

Yoruba land. Get it right because it means so much to me. 
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Story Three 

I am from another country. I was forced to leave because of the 

war… everybody knows about the crisis. Anyway, one day, I was 

at the bus stop waiting for the bus when someone asked me 

where I came from because I did not look or dress like I was from 

here… I told the person my country and we talked a lot about 

many things; apparently, the person has visited my country. It was 

a long conversation because the bus was late that day for some 

reason… I was advised on how to go around, and one of the 

things the person told me, which I found helpful, was that when I 

apply for jobs, I should find a shorthand version of my name that is 

easily pronounced so that I can get a job… I laughed and laughed 

because I have never heard that before… but you know what? I 

tried it and it worked. I am grateful someone told me that… 

Story Four 

Here’s an experience I had at an airport some years ago. 

Me: ‘So tell me more about yourself’, the immigration officer asked 
me ‘I’m a Nigerian. Born and raised in Ile-Ife, (South West). 

From Yoruba tribe. I can speak, and arguably read and write 

in Yoruba. English language. A Christian. An artist. From a 

family of seven. I had my post-secondary education 

(undergrad/grad) in Plateau state and Kwara state and both 

states are in North Central. I don’t speak Hausa language but 
understand to some degree. I am an artist and I have my own 

theatre company – Theatre Emissary International… 

Officer: Oh you are Yoruba. Back in college I had a colleague who 

was Yoruba and he introduced me to some Nigerian literature. 

Beautiful writings. He told me that Yoruba people are 

bookworm… you must be a bookworm with the conference 

you are going… 

[he counts the number of visas on my passport] 

You have been to many countries… over ten… [writes 
something on his paper… raises his head and continues] You 
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studied in Jos, eh? So you know the Boko Haram people… I 

follow the news in Nigeria… not good at all man… 

Me: [laugh] 'I've not seen anyone that knows Boko Haram people' 

I replied. [pause…and continue] 'I hope the war against 

Africans, Asians and other migrants in this country come to an 

end.' 

He smiled and returned my passport. I asked myself… What 

would it mean to be seen in full? 

Story Five 

I have been asked the same question: ‘Where are you from?’ The 
first time I was asked that question, I was angry because I thought 

people asked that to get at me or make me feel uncomfortable. 

Later on, I realized this was not the case in all situations. Now, I try 

to understand the intention behind asking. For some, it is based on 

a honest curiosity while for others, it is because they want to 

profile you, and for some people, they ask out of courtesy and as 

part of an unspoken rule in human interaction. I think each reason 

for asking is legitimate; after all, I am not from here, I only moved 

here voluntarily a few years ago. 

DISCUSSION 

Performing Self 

In many ways, my experiences shape my research. I centered my 

experience as a practitioner for the purpose of humanizing experiences 

and creating critical dialogue on diverse and multi-layered issues in our 

society. This aligns with Park-Fuller’s words that in autobiographical 

narrative performances, 

the performer often speaks about acts of social transgression. In 

doing so, the telling of the story itself becomes a transgressive 

act—a revealing of what has been kept hidden, a speaking of what 

has been silenced—an act of reverse discourse that struggles with 

the preconceptions borne in the air of dominant politics. (2000, p. 

26) 
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As a practitioner who participated in OT, presenting my experience 

provided me the opportunity to give a witness account of past 

experiences (Adams & Holman Jones, 2008). In this case, I am not 

presenting the other, or writing about or for the other. I am writing 

about myself and how my lived experience shapes my art. This creates 

the opportunity for me to be a reflective practitioner inquiring into 

actions and narrative of the past (Farrell, 2007). It is deeply rooted in 

the lived experiences and present realities of people’s culture and 

existence. Also like any ethnographical research, this research seeks 

to understand cultural experience (Harrison, 2018) in this context, my 

experience of migration and border. For instance, through my 

migration experience, I realized that my relationship with the physical 

place and cultural space is shifted and altered (Mackey, 2016, p.107). 

For instance, some of my experiences have been centered around my 

identity while some have given the rupture and displacement queries 

such as who am I? and where do I belong? if examined from a 

modernist perspective because issues of identity are considered part 

of the hallmark of modern consciousness. 

OT involved more than myself. However, I interpreted the 

materials (personal stories), analyzed the social conditions in which the 

related actions and stories took place, reconstructed the subjective 

explanations and abstracted the results of the autobiographical 

research in individual case theories and generalization on comparison 

of the individual cases (Busse, et al, 2000). The stories are personal 

and through the reconstruction and analysis, the project creates 

knowledge as an embodied, critical, and ethical exploration of culture 

and experiences (Ellis, 1991). It is an investigative journey of personal 

discovery to understand cultural ethos. Similar to Jones, et al, 2013, I 

‘locate[d] the personal in the field, in the writing, and in the political 

contexts of the research’ (p. 19). OT is rooted in self-reflexivity, an 

openness to honest and deep reflection about ourselves, our 

relationships with others, and how we want to live. It is a process of 

self-discovery and critically engaging daily experiences. It is a way of 

being in the world and knowing about the world. One that requires 

‘living consciously, emotionally, and reflexively’ (Jones, et al, 2013, p. 

10). It encourages me to examine myself and consider ‘how and why 

we think, act, and feel as we do’ (Jones, et al, 2013, p. 10). Similar to 

auto-ethnographers, I observed and interrogate what I think and 
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believe, and challenge my own assumptions, defenses, fears biases, 

sentiments and insecurities, egos etc. 

Moving in-between… 

What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name 

would smell as sweet. 

Spoken by Juliet, Romeo & Juliet, Act 2 Scene 2 

The language of reference and negotiating social interconnection and 

identity construction is central to the postcolonial and post-modern 

divide privilege the malleability, fluidity, hybridization of identities 

(Burke & Stets, 2009; Friedman, 1998; Hall & du Gay, 1996; Bhabha, 

1994). The intersectionality or connection to multiple identities and 

realities—from race, age, abilities, sexual orientations, and spiritual 

understanding etc. These realities are portrayed by response to the 

way my names were mispronounced or how I present myself in a given 

time. The politics of representation plays out in the linguistic 

expressions to emphasize the similarities and the differences amongst 

an imagined cultural group—in my context as an African (Hall, 1996). 

On many occasions, I had to pretend my name was pronounced 

correctly. 

Stories from the Onion Theatre Project reiterates how language is 

both a tool for personal and political bordering process (Afolabi, 2020). 

Through the interactions of participants, some ideological differences 

of the dominant cultures were shown. The politics of and the fight by 

the super-powers for the continent of Africa and some part of middle 

East was expressed as language is not only a barrier in the discourse 

on diversity and inclusion; it is a metric for measuring who belongs and 

who does not. For instance, some colonized countries had to neglect 

their indigenous language to adopt those of their colonizers. 

Considering the fact that you are gauged and measured by how you 

say what you say, that is, choice of words, grammatical structures, 

syntax and how you sound (accent), emphasis is on learning the 

foreign languages. Language is in the heart of people’s culture; no 

wonder there are diverse language tests to measure language 

competence and to determine who fits into the system and who does 

not. For instance, participants in the project shared stories about their 

journeys to improving their English language because language had 
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impact on the quality of their lives. They could not get good jobs which 

could have helped their household. Language can define our identities, 

can create both shared and personal spaces with its political 

implications. Language includes, excludes and transverses border. 

Furthermore, the politics of language is evident in the world. 

Linguistic border is flagrant in many former colonies. For instance, 

many countries in West Africa can be identified by its national 

language which connect them to their colonial ancestry. Nigeria and 

Ghana have English as national language (because they were 

colonized by Britain) while Cote D’Ivoire and Burkina Faso among 
others have French as national language (because they were 

colonized by France). Although their pre-colonial heritages did not 

have Britain or France, these countries have been defined by the 

colonized even from a language standpoint. The root is gradually 

shifting through its route of new forms of colonization and many 

indigenous languages are going into extinction. This is not peculiar to 

Africa, it is evident in other places such as the Balkans in Europe, 

Aboriginals in Australia and the Indigenous people in the Amazon, 

Canada and Latin America among others. 

CONCLUSION: THE IMPLICATION FOR MY PRACTICE 

As an applied theatre practitioner from Nigeria who now resides in 

Canada, my experience resonates with Hall’s idea that identity is 
contingent and not ahistorical or immutable because the ‘the 
continuous “play” of history, culture and power’ shapes identity (1996, 
pp. 111-112). For instance, while I did not live in the colonial era in 

Nigeria, neocolonial impact is evident in Nigeria. From cultural 

imperialism to economy interference and globalization etc. Also, this 

reality continues to provide me some historical context to many 

countries that experienced colonialism or imperialism such as the 

Commonwealth nations. For instance, although the methods and 

parameter used in Nigeria’s colonization was different from Canada, I 
could see some similarities between Nigeria’s colonial experience and 

that of the Indigenous Peoples of Canada. The focus on the 

practitioner shifts the experience from a mere project to an opportunity 

to share similar experience with other participants. Working on issues 

that participants and the practitioners have similar experience can 

provide a reasonably straightforward understanding of the relationship 
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between applied theatre, place and space and the familiar concept of 

safe space. Also, it can reduce ethical dilemma since there may be 

shared language, reference points and connections. From my 

experience this is one of the challenges many practitioners encounter 

on topics such as JEDI, cultural mis/appropriation and 

mis/representation. I have to state that I do not suggest that 

practitioners should only engage in project they have personal 

experience, rather, an awareness of ways in which the practitioner is 

connected or not connected to a topic is important and valuable. And 

the same way the practitioner is outward-facing by writing about or 

reflecting on the experiences of others (participants), the practitioner 

can be inward-facing by examining their own experience. 

My stories have been constructed as fractures and fractions from 

human existence as framed in identifying root and route. Like many 

immigrants, my routes continue to mix or intersect with my root. My 

identity has become inseparably because both worlds carry the 

dichotomy between notions of being and becoming. My root and routes 

continue to shape and inform who I am becoming. 
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	find expression in my artistic practice. Through this autobiographical approach (Reed-Danahay, 2001; Stanley, 1992), I discuss the notions 

	of ‘shifting identities’ (Bhavnani & Phoenix, 1994), ‘imagined communities’ (Anderson, 1991) to better understand my roots and routes and how I conceive, perform and represent border in my practice. I focus on my performance in Onion Theatre, an applied theatre project with refugees, immigrants, and international students in Victoria, British Columbia, Canada. 
	As an artist-researcher of African descent, my reflection on border, identity and race is both personal and political. My intention does not only touch on the quest for a more just, equitable, diverse, and inclusive (JEDI) society, it puts the practitioner who is also a participant in the project at the centre of the discourse. I inquiry: in what ways does border perform, (dis)connect, alter, shift, dissolve and (re)imagine identity? I focus on some vignettes/stories from my performance to reinforce the rou
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	THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK: ROOTS AND ROUTES 
	Root has been a symbolic metaphor for place attachment in different 
	cultures. It is part of a metaphorical system that refers to people’s link 
	to place (the soil, the land, etc.), territory, culture and even practice (Lefebvre, 1974; de Certeau, 1984; Malkki, 1992). It also signifies emotional bonds with the physical environment (space/place) and often contain the notion of local community, shared culture, and at times natural identities. More recently, some authors have suggested that the relationship between place, people, and culture may also be thought of 
	to place (the soil, the land, etc.), territory, culture and even practice (Lefebvre, 1974; de Certeau, 1984; Malkki, 1992). It also signifies emotional bonds with the physical environment (space/place) and often contain the notion of local community, shared culture, and at times natural identities. More recently, some authors have suggested that the relationship between place, people, and culture may also be thought of 
	in terms of routes taken in constructing identity (Clifford, 1997; Gilroy, 1993; Hall, 1995; 1996; 2003). According to Hall (2003), identity is not as transparent or unproblematic as we think. Perhaps, instead of thinking of identity as an already accomplished fact, which the new cultural practices then represent, we should think of identity as a “production,” which is never complete, always in process, and always constituted within, not outside representation (Hall, p. 222). Hall proposes dual perspective 

	commonly shared codes; the other perspective recognizes the 
	transience of “one identity”, “one experience” due to the ruptures, disruptions, and discontinuities caused by the ‘continuous play of history, culture and power’ (p. 225). In the second sense, identity is a matter of ‘becoming’ as well as of ‘being’ (p. 225). Identity constructions and presentation for me as an artist-scholar from Africa 
	therefore, is ‘a process of negotiation between sites of agency, locally 
	and globally perceived, conceived, or lived spaces of possibilities for belonging and establishing cultural dialogues’ (Maguire, 2005, p. 1426). 
	The above notion of becoming resonates with Benedict 
	Anderson’s imagined communities and shifting identities. Anderson’s 
	idea of nation or nation-ness from a physical perspective to a cultural viewpoint provides a unique hermeneutic lens to conceptualize identity and nationalism. From an anthropological perspective, Anderson defines nation as ‘an imagined political community—and imagined as both inherently limited and sovereign’ (1991, p. 6). Nation is imagined because: 
	1. 
	1. 
	1. 
	the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them, or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion; 

	2. 
	2. 
	as limited because even the largest of them, encompassing perhaps a billion living human beings, has finite, if elastic, boundaries, beyond which lie other nations; 

	3. 
	3. 
	as sovereign because the concept was born in an age in which Enlightenment and Revolution were destroying the legitimacy of the divinely-ordained, hierarchical dynastic realm; 

	4. 
	4. 
	as a community because, regardless of the actual inequality and exploitation that may prevail in each, the nation is always 


	conceived as a deep, horizontal comradeship. (Anderson, 1991, p. 6) 
	Thus, if communities emerge through the roots and routes, then its identities can shift or its practices can evolve into something else. This unveils the constant change that characterizes our world and lend a voice to multi-layered, multivocal, complex, and constantly shifting performative contexts. This shows the intersection of arts and border as ‘an in-between period where old orthodoxies are dying, new ones are yet to be born, and very few things seem to make sense’ (Ziauddin, 2010, p. 435). 
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	DEFINING BORDER: SETTING SOME PARAMETERS 
	The word border evokes some sense of movement, stasis, space, processes, policies, and changes. My experience constructed as fractures of human existence is framed within the context of border using root and route as reference point. First, border as a physical geographical location that is visible and territorial. It can be touched, and it occupies physical space. A physical, geographical, and territorial understanding of border can define one’s root because it grounds one in a place, that is place attachm
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	such cultural practices can transcend physical spaces. This is why people take culture across different borders and borderland, in the context of my research, people in diaspora such as immigrants and refugees. 

	Within diasporic discourse, through the interplay of roots and routes, culture and cultural identity becomes something to preserve and cling onto in face of the migration of people, ideas, goods and capitals, and practices (Hall, 1990; 1996; 1997). Culture defines identity. Thus, the connection of roots and routes, border and culture reiterate how border alters culture, and how culture alters border. It reinforces ways in which roots alter routes, and vice versa, and the processes that shift identities. In 

	METHODS AND MATERIALS: AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND APPLIED THEATRE 
	METHODS AND MATERIALS: AUTOBIOGRAPHY AND APPLIED THEATRE 
	I have chosen to engage narrative identity as a methodological tool in this research. Narrative identity is a person’s internalized and evolving life story, integrating the reconstructed past and imagined future to provide life with some degree of unity and purpose (Singer, 2004). Narrative identity thrives on the notion that human beings are natural storytellers. In fact, people construct and share stories about themselves. They pay attention to particular episodes and periods in their lives and what those
	the future in such a way as to provide a person’s life with some degree of cohesion, purpose, and meaning (McAdams & McLean, 2013). 
	Thus, a person’s life story synthesizes episodic memories with 
	envisioned goals, creating a coherent account of identity in time. Through narrative identity, people convey to themselves and to others their identity—who they are now, how they came to be, and where they think their lives may be going in the future. As an autobiographical piece, I reconstruct the autobiographical past, perceives the present 
	and imagines the future’ in such a way as to provide a person’s life 
	with some degree of unity, purpose, and meaning (Coffey, 2011). 
	Thus, a person’s life story synthesizes episodic memories with envisioned goals, creating a coherent account of identity in time’ 
	(McAdams & McLean, 2013, p.233). This methodology lends itself to applied theatre because it involves storytelling (Prendergast & Saxton, 2009), and engages performance to humanize experiences. The Onion Theatre (OT) is an applied theatre project for many reasons: It involved using theatre and drama skills for the purposes of teaching, exploring human experiences, creating space to discuss issues that can foster social change, and building a sense of community (Prentki & Nicola, 2021; Breed & Prentki, 2021;
	performance that focused on immigrants’ experience (Freebody, et al, 
	2018; Prendergast & Saxton, 2009). 

	ONION THEATRE (OT) 
	ONION THEATRE (OT) 
	The Onion Theatre (OT), a three-year community theatre project in Victoria, Canada, sets out to create safe and positive spaces for youth—newly-arrived, international students, settlers, and migrants— where they can have diverse conversations about social justice issues in an ever-changing world and culture. Over the three years (20172019), the project involved more than 20 participants from over 10 countries with stories about their experiences now that they live in Canada. Specifically, it focused on thre
	The Onion Theatre (OT), a three-year community theatre project in Victoria, Canada, sets out to create safe and positive spaces for youth—newly-arrived, international students, settlers, and migrants— where they can have diverse conversations about social justice issues in an ever-changing world and culture. Over the three years (20172019), the project involved more than 20 participants from over 10 countries with stories about their experiences now that they live in Canada. Specifically, it focused on thre
	-

	around justice, equity, diversity and inclusion (JEDI), systemic racism, and social justice for minority groups. Participants shared their lived experiences and it inspired devised performances I directed and performed in the final performance. It was performed in community spaces with participants who wanted to perform. We did not perform in 2019 due to the needs of the group – many participants needed to attend to personal needs, and we had to stop the project when they felt they could no longer continue.

	Here are some excerpts from Onion Theatre. 
	Story One 
	Story One 
	Names. It starts from and always comes back to names. The one you call yourself, the ones that others call you. My name is... My 
	mother once told me: “Your name is entirely yours. Your name was given to you for a purpose… it means something, not to you alone but to your place of birth… At times, it can summarize or even prophesy what’s ahead… Your name goes with you 
	everywhere, anywhere, and will always connect you with your 
	family.” I have gotten used to different versions of my name...Taiwo, Tiawo, Taiwu’… I have pondered many times. ‘Does it matter? I have also been asked ‘Why does it matter’? 
	I have heard stories from immigrants and how their names were 
	misspelt, mispronounced and dismissed. “This does not matter we tell ourselves… we get used to it” I was told by many. “But what we can’t be used to is when our names decides whether we are called back for that job interview or not, if we are considered intelligent or dismissed as unintelligible, or whether we are racially 
	being profiled or not. It is important we are seen fully… in every aspect…” 

	Story Two 
	Story Two 
	Taiwo: Certain identities, constructs and ideas have been imposed on some countries due to moments in their history, and citizens of such countries are seen as terrorists, prostitutes, and poverty-stricken beggars… Among other things, where I come 
	from is known for corruption… Trust me, I am not here to 
	defend atrocities that some citizens (leaders and followers alike) from and in my country continually perpetrate. I am here to defend myself. I am from Nigeria but does that mean I am corrupt? 
	We make it look as if everything is perfect here [in Canada 
	and other ‘developed’ countries] as if there is no corruption, marginalization, displacement and greed here… the list is endless… I think these inhumane attributes are part of human nature and are the cause of our problem in the world… In fact, every country has its own scum, we only need to be honest and address it. 
	[…] 
	The Other ENTERS. 
	Taiwo: (cont.)The first time an alibi said… 
	Me: Taiwu, you know I have heard that Nigerians are corrupt but you are truthful and honest. 
	Taiwo: To him it was a compliment, but to me, it was insulting and demeaning because I have been seen from the perspective of the Other just like some still think Africa is a country… 
	So I asked him, how would you feel if you were seen in the shadow of the other? Have you imagined how your life will be if I relate with you based on the assumption, I have heard about the region you come from? 
	By the way, my name is not Taiwu or Taiwooo, my name is Taiwo… It is a name given to the first child of the twins in Yoruba land. Get it right because it means so much to me. 

	Story Three 
	Story Three 
	I am from another country. I was forced to leave because of the 
	war… everybody knows about the crisis. Anyway, one day, I was 
	at the bus stop waiting for the bus when someone asked me where I came from because I did not look or dress like I was from 
	here… I told the person my country and we talked a lot about 
	many things; apparently, the person has visited my country. It was a long conversation because the bus was late that day for some 
	reason… I was advised on how to go around, and one of the 
	things the person told me, which I found helpful, was that when I apply for jobs, I should find a shorthand version of my name that is easily pronounced so that I can get a job… I laughed and laughed because I have never heard that before… but you know what? I tried it and it worked. I am grateful someone told me that… 

	Story Four 
	Story Four 
	Here’s an experience I had at an airport some years ago. 
	Me: ‘So tell me more about yourself’, the immigration officer asked me ‘I’m a Nigerian. Born and raised in Ile-Ife, (South West). From Yoruba tribe. I can speak, and arguably read and write in Yoruba. English language. A Christian. An artist. From a family of seven. I had my post-secondary education (undergrad/grad) in Plateau state and Kwara state and both states are in North Central. I don’t speak Hausa language but understand to some degree. I am an artist and I have my own theatre company – Theatre Emis
	Officer: Oh you are Yoruba. Back in college I had a colleague who was Yoruba and he introduced me to some Nigerian literature. Beautiful writings. He told me that Yoruba people are bookworm… you must be a bookworm with the conference you are going… 
	[he counts the number of visas on my passport] 
	You have been to many countries… over ten… [writes something on his paper… raises his head and continues] You 
	studied in Jos, eh? So you know the Boko Haram people… I 
	follow the news in Nigeria… not good at all man… 
	Me: [laugh] 'I've not seen anyone that knows Boko Haram people' I replied. [pause…and continue] 'I hope the war against Africans, Asians and other migrants in this country come to an end.' 
	He smiled and returned my passport. I asked myself… What 
	would it mean to be seen in full? 

	Story Five 
	Story Five 
	I have been asked the same question: ‘Where are you from?’ The 
	first time I was asked that question, I was angry because I thought people asked that to get at me or make me feel uncomfortable. Later on, I realized this was not the case in all situations. Now, I try to understand the intention behind asking. For some, it is based on a honest curiosity while for others, it is because they want to profile you, and for some people, they ask out of courtesy and as part of an unspoken rule in human interaction. I think each reason for asking is legitimate; after all, I am no
	DISCUSSION 

	Performing Self 
	Performing Self 
	In many ways, my experiences shape my research. I centered my experience as a practitioner for the purpose of humanizing experiences and creating critical dialogue on diverse and multi-layered issues in our society. This aligns with Park-Fuller’s words that in autobiographical narrative performances, 
	the performer often speaks about acts of social transgression. In doing so, the telling of the story itself becomes a transgressive act—a revealing of what has been kept hidden, a speaking of what has been silenced—an act of reverse discourse that struggles with the preconceptions borne in the air of dominant politics. (2000, p. 26) 
	As a practitioner who participated in OT, presenting my experience provided me the opportunity to give a witness account of past experiences (Adams & Holman Jones, 2008). In this case, I am not presenting the other, or writing about or for the other. I am writing about myself and how my lived experience shapes my art. This creates the opportunity for me to be a reflective practitioner inquiring into actions and narrative of the past (Farrell, 2007). It is deeply rooted in 
	the lived experiences and present realities of people’s culture and 
	existence. Also like any ethnographical research, this research seeks to understand cultural experience (Harrison, 2018) in this context, my experience of migration and border. For instance, through my migration experience, I realized that my relationship with the physical place and cultural space is shifted and altered (Mackey, 2016, p.107). For instance, some of my experiences have been centered around my identity while some have given the rupture and displacement queries such as who am I? and where do I 
	OT involved more than myself. However, I interpreted the materials (personal stories), analyzed the social conditions in which the related actions and stories took place, reconstructed the subjective explanations and abstracted the results of the autobiographical research in individual case theories and generalization on comparison of the individual cases (Busse, et al, 2000). The stories are personal and through the reconstruction and analysis, the project creates knowledge as an embodied, critical, and et
	OT involved more than myself. However, I interpreted the materials (personal stories), analyzed the social conditions in which the related actions and stories took place, reconstructed the subjective explanations and abstracted the results of the autobiographical research in individual case theories and generalization on comparison of the individual cases (Busse, et al, 2000). The stories are personal and through the reconstruction and analysis, the project creates knowledge as an embodied, critical, and et
	believe, and challenge my own assumptions, defenses, fears biases, sentiments and insecurities, egos etc. 


	Moving in-between… 
	Moving in-between… 
	What’s in a name? That which we call a rose by any other name would smell as sweet. Spoken by Juliet, Romeo & Juliet, Act 2 Scene 2 
	The language of reference and negotiating social interconnection and identity construction is central to the postcolonial and post-modern divide privilege the malleability, fluidity, hybridization of identities (Burke & Stets, 2009; Friedman, 1998; Hall & du Gay, 1996; Bhabha, 1994). The intersectionality or connection to multiple identities and realities—from race, age, abilities, sexual orientations, and spiritual understanding etc. These realities are portrayed by response to the way my names were mispro
	Stories from the Onion Theatre Project reiterates how language is both a tool for personal and political bordering process (Afolabi, 2020). Through the interactions of participants, some ideological differences of the dominant cultures were shown. The politics of and the fight by the super-powers for the continent of Africa and some part of middle East was expressed as language is not only a barrier in the discourse on diversity and inclusion; it is a metric for measuring who belongs and who does not. For i
	Stories from the Onion Theatre Project reiterates how language is both a tool for personal and political bordering process (Afolabi, 2020). Through the interactions of participants, some ideological differences of the dominant cultures were shown. The politics of and the fight by the super-powers for the continent of Africa and some part of middle East was expressed as language is not only a barrier in the discourse on diversity and inclusion; it is a metric for measuring who belongs and who does not. For i
	impact on the quality of their lives. They could not get good jobs which could have helped their household. Language can define our identities, can create both shared and personal spaces with its political implications. Language includes, excludes and transverses border. 

	Furthermore, the politics of language is evident in the world. Linguistic border is flagrant in many former colonies. For instance, many countries in West Africa can be identified by its national language which connect them to their colonial ancestry. Nigeria and Ghana have English as national language (because they were colonized by Britain) while Cote D’Ivoire and Burkina Faso among others have French as national language (because they were colonized by France). Although their pre-colonial heritages did n


	CONCLUSION: THE IMPLICATION FOR MY PRACTICE 
	CONCLUSION: THE IMPLICATION FOR MY PRACTICE 
	As an applied theatre practitioner from Nigeria who now resides in 
	Canada, my experience resonates with Hall’s idea that identity is contingent and not ahistorical or immutable because the ‘the continuous “play” of history, culture and power’ shapes identity (1996, 
	pp. 111-112). For instance, while I did not live in the colonial era in Nigeria, neocolonial impact is evident in Nigeria. From cultural imperialism to economy interference and globalization etc. Also, this reality continues to provide me some historical context to many countries that experienced colonialism or imperialism such as the Commonwealth nations. For instance, although the methods and 
	parameter used in Nigeria’s colonization was different from Canada, I could see some similarities between Nigeria’s colonial experience and that of the Indigenous Peoples of Canada. The focus on the practitioner shifts the experience from a mere project to an opportunity to share similar experience with other participants. Working on issues that participants and the practitioners have similar experience can provide a reasonably straightforward understanding of the relationship 
	parameter used in Nigeria’s colonization was different from Canada, I could see some similarities between Nigeria’s colonial experience and that of the Indigenous Peoples of Canada. The focus on the practitioner shifts the experience from a mere project to an opportunity to share similar experience with other participants. Working on issues that participants and the practitioners have similar experience can provide a reasonably straightforward understanding of the relationship 
	between applied theatre, place and space and the familiar concept of safe space. Also, it can reduce ethical dilemma since there may be shared language, reference points and connections. From my experience this is one of the challenges many practitioners encounter on topics such as JEDI, cultural mis/appropriation and mis/representation. I have to state that I do not suggest that practitioners should only engage in project they have personal experience, rather, an awareness of ways in which the practitioner

	My stories have been constructed as fractures and fractions from human existence as framed in identifying root and route. Like many immigrants, my routes continue to mix or intersect with my root. My identity has become inseparably because both worlds carry the dichotomy between notions of being and becoming. My root and routes continue to shape and inform who I am becoming. 
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	ABSTRACT 
	ABSTRACT 
	This study explores the process and impact of building an ethnodrama in a Higher Education classroom. It examines the ways in which play, image theatre, and improvisation are used to invite students to explore their individual and collective narratives in order to develop professional identity and personal agency. This work is based on 
	Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed. An example class in which students analyse the key concepts of privilege, opportunity, knowledge, democracy and education is described and located within the process of building the ethnodrama. Student responses to the experience of participating in building an ethnodrama are examined. In particular, their perceptions of the enactment of change in the process of making the play, and 
	0000024773. Students’ names have been changed; dates accompanying student names indicate the year of the student’s study. Participating students signed consent 
	forms. 
	playing within the play, highlight their understandings of themselves as changed people, and their sense of collaborative and community empowerment. 

	SETTING THE SCENE 
	SETTING THE SCENE 
	Drama is used as a tool to introduce students to each other, and to ideas, in the introductory unit, Academic and Professional Learning, as it is taught in the Diploma of Education Studies at Victoria University, Melbourne. It is embedded in the practice and the assessment for the unit; but it is also developed to critique systems and find alternative ways of engaging with learning. We have taught this unit in this way since February 2016. On average 200 students undertake this unit each year. They learn ab
	motivation within the course. We have now read and analysed more 
	than 1000 student journals (these captured students’ responses from 
	the first session to the last week of class), and close to 4,000 additional reflections, written in response to specific prompt questions. I will draw on those journals and reflections to investigate the student experience of this unit. This paper is a narrative account of the experiential change that students report while studying the unit, and asks what we did as teachers to facilitate and support that change. 
	In this paper I will describe our aims in the unit; outline a class which introduces students to Freire; and narrate ways students then develop their learning into ethnodrama. Almost all students observe changes in themselves, their communication, their collaborative processes and their connections to learning through their experiences in building the ethnodrama. I seek to untangle whether it is the process of building an ethnodrama which influences students’ thinking, their ways of engaging with learning, 
	In this paper I will describe our aims in the unit; outline a class which introduces students to Freire; and narrate ways students then develop their learning into ethnodrama. Almost all students observe changes in themselves, their communication, their collaborative processes and their connections to learning through their experiences in building the ethnodrama. I seek to untangle whether it is the process of building an ethnodrama which influences students’ thinking, their ways of engaging with learning, 
	been challenged by Snyder-Young (2013) and Balfour (2009). They question how ‘change’ can be measured or understood. Snyder-Young asks whether theatre is a powerful enough tool to generate the transformative change that is often claimed, or whether this is primarily an affective response which dissipates after the performance. The students in this unit do claim to experience change in themselves and in their relationships with the world. I will explore whether it is something in the process of the unit that

	Let me first tell you a little about our students. 
	Let me first tell you a little about our students. 
	About 90% of our students enter our course because they want to be school teachers but have not met the minimum requirements to enter the Bachelor of Education (the remaining 10% want to become Early 
	Childhood teachers, teachers’ aides, or are unsure of their plans). 
	Many of them have experienced disrupted educational backgrounds. Due to family circumstances, migration, social environments, or disengagement, most of our students have had a negative or broken experience of schooling. Most are also the first in their family to attend university, and many speak English as an additional language (Gilmore, Welsh & Loton, 2018). Our course is a pathway into the Bachelor, depending on the students’ grades, and their success in a Federal government test of Literacy and Numeracy
	classes focus on students’ motivations for doing the course. 
	Overwhelmingly, they provide two main reasons they want to be teachers: to be the teacher they never had; or, to be the teacher they had once, who cast a light of inspiration across their lives (student reflections, 2017). Reading their reflections, in class discussions and activities, and in their ethnodrama, it is apparent that most of these students come with real strength in critiquing a system in which they had only limited success: they have the capacity to make insightful observations of a broken sys
	Students in this course are often initially resistant to risk-taking. 
	Lack of experience in the Arts means that they don’t feel confident they 
	can get good grades in arts-based assessments. They would rather safely gain a pass, than take what they perceive as a high-stakes risk (student journals, 2016-2020). Consequently, the teachers in this unit are carefully selected. They are all arts practitioners as well as academics. They bring their arts practice to the classroom, explicitly modelling risk-taking in their teaching. Part of this is the process of releasing control to the students. It is important that the teachers work with the students in 
	itself (Nicholson, 2005). The teacher’s job is to facilitate the unpacking and contextualising of students’ narratives of life and learning, and to 
	prompt and guide the making of these narratives into performance. Our underpinning philosophy as teachers comes from the work of Paolo Freire (1970), and we enact this through many strategies Boal developed for Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal, 1979). There are two major challenges. One lies in working with students enculturated to an 
	education system where their ‘success’ is determined by their ranking 
	against other students (Wright, 2015), and in which there is a separation of mind and body (Robinson, 2006). The other challenge concerns our practice as teachers. Nicholson (2005, p.70) observes 
	that ‘narrative structures of workshops are never innocent; they lead the participants’ imaginative journey.’ The tension between releasing 
	creative control to students, and yet guiding them in the process, leads to ethical considerations of how far we are filtering or influencing their thinking, and what values we are transmitting through this process (Nicholson, 2005; Gallagher, 2014). 
	In order for students to embrace the making of the ethnodrama, they must be prepared to embody their narratives (Nicholson, 2005). 
	Consequently, we invite our students to explore the idea that learning that engages students in and through the body opens up possibilities for seeing the world differently; that embodied learning develops skills in problem solving, collaborative thinking and imagination. This unit is carefully scaffolded through games, activities, playing with ways of thinking and communicating, introducing learning theories, class conversations and debates on educational systems and processes, and experimentation with dif


	PLAY AND PLAYING ROLE 
	PLAY AND PLAYING ROLE 
	To teach is to perform (Pineau, 2005; Falter, 2016); to perform in the world is to be an activist (Boal, 1998). With this understanding, and with the belief that all actions are political (Mouffe, 1992; Mouffe, Deutscher, Brandon & Keenan, 2001), we invite students to explore what political action means as a future teacher. We place emphasis on 
	confronting the interconnected meanings of the word ‘active’. We invite our students to be ‘active’ in their learning. This is not only an intellectual process, but a physical one. We use embodied learning as our primary pedagogy (Darder, 2016). The students are asked to 
	literally move into learning by ‘acting’, by ‘acting out’, and by being ‘active’ (McLaren & Welsh, 2020). To teach is also to engage politically —every choice as a teacher results in maintaining or challenging the status quo (Sachs, 2003). In the ethnodrama the students play a role; in the classroom they take on a role; as teachers they have a ‘role’ to play in shaping the future. In a previous article, the teaching team for 
	this unit concluded that the students’ engagement in drama games and 
	their role-playing as students and professionals, facilitates their growing recognition of themselves in these roles, and supports them in finding their identities as learners and as future teachers (McLaren, Welsh & Long, 2020). If that is the case, how does it happen? 
	Gallagher (2014) argues that drama spaces allow ‘for social relations to be reproduced, disrupted, suspended’ (p. 119). She draws out the ways in which dramatic and improvisational work may bear a relationship to the social imaginary that ‘challenges order’ (p. 120). In drama classrooms, therefore, we might experience both the possible and real simultaneously, and work in the space that lies between the two, as a space of critique. Consistent with this thinking, we have purposefully designed this unit to ch
	become a teacher?’ (student reflection, 2018). They are inclined to wonder ‘What on earth am I doing here?’ or dismiss the learning activities as ‘stupid’ (Student journals, 2019). Play is, however, both 
	serious and joyful; it is intrinsically driven; it is process rather than outcome focussed, and it involves active engagement (Rice, 2009). Once we reach adulthood we tend to dismiss play as the work of children; adult play is usually via sport or video gaming and is a distraction from ‘real’ life. In contrast, Boal knew that the way to self-discovery is through play (Boal, 1992). As we enter the middle sessions of the unit, the student engagement with play frequently changes: students begin to comment in t
	Personally, I had a feeling of “self-actualisation” (Maslow 1943). I drew confidence from watching others perform and had a feeling of excitement prior to starting. I felt I came out of my shell a bit. (student reflection, 2018) 
	It is at this point, almost half way through the unit, that we shift from the concepts and content of the unit to the ways these might be explored and expressed through creating an ethnodrama, developed in groups, based on their educational stories. 
	In developing their ethnodrama, we encourage students to 
	continue to ‘play’, and to experience the fluidity of the improvised 
	playfulness they engaged in as children (Momeni, Khaki & Amini, 2017; Fleer, 2021). For many students there are two definable challenges: the first is uncertainty about purpose which results in hesitation; the second is a lack of confidence or experience in risk-taking, which results in resistance. We try to address these uncertainties and anxieties with clear explanations of our ideas and aims in inviting students to participate in play, in order to make a play. While this results in the students increasin
	playfulness they engaged in as children (Momeni, Khaki & Amini, 2017; Fleer, 2021). For many students there are two definable challenges: the first is uncertainty about purpose which results in hesitation; the second is a lack of confidence or experience in risk-taking, which results in resistance. We try to address these uncertainties and anxieties with clear explanations of our ideas and aims in inviting students to participate in play, in order to make a play. While this results in the students increasin
	not. She then pushed herself to commit to playing. She took a significant risk and allowed herself the freedom to fully engage. Her journal reflection on this moment of shift in her understanding indicates that for Sally the experience of playing, and of watching others play, was powerful in shifting her initial resistance to embodied learning. As the unit progressed, Sally explored the idea that learning comes from within the body (Nguyen & Larson, 2015), and that knowledge can be playfully built. 

	Over time, most students start to see the connections between playing and learning. We talk about what is learnt in our playing. We talk about ‘playing a game’; ‘playing a role.’ We ask: what role will you play in the ethnodrama? What role will you play in this classroom, in your community, in the world? 
	In building the ethnodrama, we want our students to have theoretical understandings of what they are doing and why, in order to facilitate their sense of self and communal agency. We offer them a range of ways to make meaning in the context of their own lives, and in the context of the world. Through Drama we explore how educational paradigms are constructed, how their ‘roles’ within these paradigms have been constructed by others, and how they can reconstruct these roles through their actions. One of the m

	TEACHING FREIRE 
	TEACHING FREIRE 
	The lesson plan for our class exploring the underpinning concepts of Freire occurs early in the process of developing the ethnodrama. It 
	provides a jumping-off point for exploring ideas physically, working collaboratively, engaging with new or reconceived concepts, and beginning to work with dramatic skills. It highlights some of our practices in the classes for this unit. This class embraces the knowledge students carry in their bodies, and challenges them to take a chance, engage deeply with ideas, and explore concepts of identity, agency and process. I have chosen to outline this class here, because across the four years during which we g
	Let’s play! 
	Let’s play! 
	Warm up game: mirror circle. Everyone in a circle. Each person looks at the person opposite to them and one to the right. Ask people to stand there and not move. However, if the person they are looking at does move, they must exactly copy what they see. It is important to watch very carefully and copy everything they see and hear. If they start to laugh, make sure the laughing is also copied. What happens: each action becomes accentuated as it passes around the circle. 
	Purpose: Observation, noticing change and exaggeration, no one has the power and yet everyone’s role is critical—if someone isn’t fully engaged, the whole thing ceases; engages the group as a whole. 
	Second game: group think—no talking. An object is called and everyone must contribute, without speaking to making a representation of that object. Objects: pineapple, gorilla, sailing ship, bunch of grapes 
	Purpose: working together; communicating without words; trusting each other; contributing in making something bigger 
	Key words for exploration: Opportunity, Knowledge, Privilege, Democracy, Education 
	Main activity one: The following is an extended activity to explore the meaning of the key words while also introducing image theatre as a teaching and learning strategy. 
	Circle images: Students in a circle, all facing out. Explain that this is so they can’t easily see each other—the idea is to reduce their sense of inhibition about this because we are going to ask them to use their bodies to find meaning. Then ask students to find a pose in their bodies that says something about each of the key words. 

	Use image theatre strategies to explore each of the key words: 
	Use image theatre strategies to explore each of the key words: 
	 
	 
	 
	How does this word make you feel? —use your body 

	 
	 
	Think of a time when this word had specific meaning for you— use your body 

	 
	 
	What does the secret part of me say or think about this? Show me in your body 

	 
	 
	What do I believe about this? Show me in your body 

	 
	 
	Find one position in your body that captures some or all of your feelings and thoughts about this word 

	 
	 
	Move from the pose for one word to the pose for the next, as if this is a dance of these words. 


	This is about connecting experiences, feelings, inherited thinking and personal thinking in order to find meaning and understand how that has been constructed. 
	Move the class into five groups Each group is given one of the key words to work on. They must devise a series of movements about their word—the aim is to really drill down into what these words mean. By students exploring the word in their bodies they will also discuss and contest their understandings of the word. 
	Ask them to talk about: 
	 
	 
	 
	the ways we use their word 

	 
	 
	ways in which we enable or limit people by this word 

	 
	 
	ways we apply this word. 


	After discussion and experimentation, each group shows an image (or a series of images) that captures the essence of the word. 
	They ‘perform’ their images to the rest of the class. 
	Watchers (Boal’s spect-actors) call out the images they see or words they think of as each group performs their image/images. They can walk around the images and see them from different angles. Initially, they are calling out only what they see. After these ideas run dry, they may also call out what they understand this image to mean. Write their words/interpretations on the board. 
	Only after all the observations have been made can the class ask the group performing to tell us what they understand the word to mean. This leads to discussion about the shades of meaning in the word. 
	We do this activity for each of the key words. 
	Purpose: for students to think more deeply about the meaning of the word; to experience affect in response to the word; to experience the body as the site of learning and as the site of knowledge; to stimulate discussion within new constructs for understanding; to purposefully break from traditional definitional understandings of these words; to equip students with an understanding of image theatre. 
	Connecting main ideas: Freire saw content transfer as oppressing 
	citizens because it aims to maintain and sustain privilege. Freire’s 
	thinking can be summarised: 
	 
	 
	 
	students bring knowledge into the classroom from lived experiences 

	 
	 
	students build knowledge together and connect it to world knowledge 

	 
	 
	by acknowledging the two ideas above, oppression can be overcome 

	 
	 
	knowledge is power (literacy is power), noting that knowledge is socially constructed so power is also socially constructed. 
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	Main activity two: The following is to develop understanding on Freire, and to hear his words spoken aloud, with conviction, in the students’ own voices. 
	Give students a collection of quotes from Freire’s works (Lyons, 2001). 
	In small groups students find quotes from Freire connected to the key word they were exploring in activity one. 
	As a group, students devise a way to declare these words to the others in the class as if they are speaking to 1000 people and trying to win an election. The small group must make an image to support the words—placards can be used; any form of doing this is okay—one voice, many voices; one action, many actions—but it must include declaring the words and embodying the words. 
	Debrief: a conversation drawing out meaning and reflecting on the nature and purpose of the class 
	 
	 
	 
	What does it mean to know? 

	 
	 
	How does enacting impact learning? 

	 
	 
	How does embodying an idea influence our understanding of that idea? 

	 
	 
	How does affect impact learning? 

	 
	 
	Does acting something out give us control over its meaning? If so, how? 

	 
	 
	What are the aesthetics of image theatre? How do bring aesthetics into our playing and learning? 


	The introduction to Freire, outlined above, gives students the opportunity to explore theoretical thinking through the body, while also synthesising, problem solving, contesting ideas, and creating. Students use language, but move beyond it, to mediating understanding through their bodies (Kang, Mehranian and Hyatt, 2017). This activity asks students to learn with, and through, the whole body, aware of the power of place, space and self. In doing so, it also challenges accepted ways of engaging with learnin
	The introduction to Freire, outlined above, gives students the opportunity to explore theoretical thinking through the body, while also synthesising, problem solving, contesting ideas, and creating. Students use language, but move beyond it, to mediating understanding through their bodies (Kang, Mehranian and Hyatt, 2017). This activity asks students to learn with, and through, the whole body, aware of the power of place, space and self. In doing so, it also challenges accepted ways of engaging with learnin
	in this class, students are at once learning about the underlying principles that maintain privilege, and challenging those same principles. They experience their capacity to change educational constructs through the process of doing in the class. The students take the learning from this class and apply it to their emerging ethnodrama —contemplating the social, educational and cultural structures that have supported and hindered their learning through life. 



	THE ETHNODRAMA 
	THE ETHNODRAMA 
	There are about 200 students, divided into eight classes, in each student cohort for this unit. Each class devises and develops their own ethnodrama based on the prompts: Why me? Why here? Why now? Through drama games, storytelling, story writing and improvisation over about 25 hours of classes, each class group discovers the common and distinctive elements of its story as a group, and of the stories of individuals within the group. The development of their stories as dramatic narrative is intertwined with 
	‘trespass’ in the spaces of learning that have often previously been 
	closed to them, or which they have previously rejected: personal agency in educational choices; images of themselves as capable learners; self-determination; and emotional responses to learning, to name a few. My observations, and my reading of student reflections, 
	suggests that the interaction of this ‘trespass’, embodied learning, and 
	critical thinking generates a new freedom in the way that students identify themselves as learners. It reminds me of Boal’s words: ‘If we do not trespass in this we can never be free’ (Boal, 2008, p. xxii). 
	Aesthetics are also addressed as part of the process of communicating meaning. Sallis (2007) writes at length about the processes of developing an aesthetically pleasing ethnodrama, and we draw upon his thinking in working with our students. Consequently, 
	Aesthetics are also addressed as part of the process of communicating meaning. Sallis (2007) writes at length about the processes of developing an aesthetically pleasing ethnodrama, and we draw upon his thinking in working with our students. Consequently, 
	beautiful, and often deeply moving, stories emerge of the struggle to engage with education, the desire for learning, and the aspiration to bring about change in the world. 

	Towards the end of the unit a festival of ethnodrama occurs where each class performs their story to the other classes. For many students this is the first time performing before a large audience; for some students it is the first time performing in front of anyone at all. This movement into performative action appears to provide another critical moment for a shift in students’ self-perceptions. While developing the ethnodrama, students tend to worry about narrative sense and the quality of their performanc
	All our dreams link together and it was great to see how many people share the same goal; we might not all want to teach the same subject or teach at the same school, but we all want to educate the future generations. (student reflection, 2018) 
	He identifies what we might call a ‘community of practice’ (Williams, 
	2013) that has been developed through the ethnodrama process. This is a space of shared ideas, enacted and critiqued, in the process of shared doing. In this, David demonstrates a shift from the idea of students being in competition with each other, or judging each other, to sharing values and aspirations. Moreover, he identifies the way in which shared goals and values create bonds that support embodied learning, and the individual empowerment that results (Pettit, 2019). 
	Analysis of student journals tells us that the doing of the ethnodrama simultaneously enacts learnings about collaboration, and creates a shift in students’ understandings of their own experiences. 
	The students use a range of vocabulary and expressions to describe this shift—but the sense is clear: they are identifying something in the doing of the performance which marks a change in their sense of self as both learner and social being. The acting of the play becomes part of the change these students aspire to. After the performance students articulate the experience as one of empowerment and agency derived from the engagement of the body in action. Overcoming fear is a significant part of this. Emma 
	I also think that it helped me that when I saw the other people 
	performing then I was just like “I can do it” and you need to do it 
	because if you want to become a teacher then you would have to leave the fear of talking in front of a lot of people. (student reflection, 2018) 
	Emma took confidence from watching others; their risk-taking provided her with some impetus to shift in her sense of identity from studentdoing-a-play to teacher-who-needs-to-talk-in-front-of-others. 
	-

	Shelley writes about her feelings prior to the performance: 
	The performance was really daunting…. Everyone was feeling 
	really nervous about performing in front of 200 people. 
	However, her journal entry after the performance concludes: 
	Coming off stage from the performance I felt great. I was relieved and really proud that we were able to come together as a group and give it our best. It was a great reflection of who we are as a group. (student reflection, 2018) 
	I find it interesting that Shelley’s reflection here does not focus on her personal performance, but on the performance of the group. In contrast, Miriam takes this lesson very personally: 
	Being a part of this play allowed me to have some personal control and boosted my intrinsic motivation to embrace my overall learning. (student reflection, 2018) 
	She identifies agency and empowerment as significant outcomes of 
	the play experience for her. 
	As a teacher guiding students through this process of playing, exploration, and community building, to performance, I see the most important skill developed through ‘playing’ as the capacity to improvise: to listen to and connect with others; to be responsive; and to direct action through interaction, rather than to be submissive to an imposed action. These are also themes that the students pick up. However, the most broadly expressed value from the play, according to the students, is the sense of belonging

	CONCLUSION 
	CONCLUSION 
	The question of whether, and how, change occurs, is fraught. As teachers our aim is to introduce students to university study and challenge their expectations of what Education is. We articulate that the unit is designed to support them to become more confident as learners, and to challenge some of their ideas of how learning occurs. Snyder-Young questions the degree of change that can take place in 
	response to theatre experiences, writing that ‘Mainstream culture is bigger and more powerful than theatre’ (Snyder-Young, 2013, p.136). As teachers we do not indicate that ‘change’ is an aim or an outcome of their participation. Nonetheless, students tell us in their journals that 
	they have experienced ‘change’ (frequently they call this ‘growth’) 
	through the process of doing the play. They talk about observing changes in themselves around confidence, self-awareness, empathy, a sense of belonging, and an understanding of collaboration. For these students, the change they report is within themselves, in terms of confidence and their interface with educational structures, systems and ideas. This change is both personal and collaborative. It does not 
	change the world; but it may change the individual student’s engagement with their world—the way they connect with, critique and challenge the systems in which they operate. When the students position themselves within the storytelling, they appear to confront, change, or expand their narratives of themselves as learners. Whether 
	or not this is ‘transformation’ can be debated. However, it does appear to be the ‘small change’ that Balfour speaks about (Balfour, 2009). They use action as a way of developing or expressing insight. By acting together in the creation of drama, students experience 
	themselves as enacting change, and alter the self-narratives with which they have entered the course. 
	The uniformity of student responses across many classes and several years is striking. Perhaps they are responding to the ways we have framed reflective prompts and the values we bring to the classroom. Mindful of this, we locate the reflective process within a democratic educational context; we have increasingly tried to be explicit in seeking their engaged responses to the experience, not an answer that they think we want to hear. If they are humouring us in their responses, they are doing it in a remarka
	A consistent theme in students’ journals and reflections is the students’ aspiration, when teachers, to bring about major change. A large majority of students want to change schooling from what they experienced to something better, something that genuinely caters for all children, that does not pigeonhole, label or discard the young people in our communities (student reflections, 2016, 2017, 2018, 2019). It requires imagination to picture an education system which is based on democratic power structures rat
	prepared to take on new ‘roles’, and are ready to ‘act’ differently. Boal’s observation (1992, p.160) that theatre ‘can help us build our future instead of just waiting for it’ may align to what is happening here. Although Snyder-Young’s claim that ‘applied theatre projects do not always resist dominant power structures’ (p. 137) may provide a counter-balance to Boal’s optimism, we must not underestimate the students’ capacity to understand the dynamics of power in which they 
	operate. Students know that they are engaging with dominant power structures as students, and that they will continue to do so as teachers. They cannot individually reframe socially embedded educational values. What they claim emerges from the experience of the ethnodrama is a way to understand themselves within these dominant power structures; to critique these structures; and to locate themselves as both learners and teachers within them. In other words, they are developing an understanding of both the re
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