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ABSTRACT 
 

This thesis aims to interrogate the potential for equality of participation in theatrical 

performance for deaf and hearing actors and spectators.  The research builds on earlier 

work by the author that reveals that existing methods employed to provide 

accessibility for deaf people are widely considered by deaf spectators to be ineffective 

in offering equality of participation.  It sits within an interdisciplinary theoretical 

frame that draws from Deaf Studies, Performance Studies and Bourdieu’s field theory. 

 

Methodologically the research is grounded in Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and 

draws on the principles of Participatory Action Research, guidelines for ethical 

practice when working with deaf people, and Applied Theatre practice as research.  

Knowledge is generated by a group of ten actors, five who self-identify as deaf and 

five as hearing.  They are tasked with identifying techniques for creating 

performances that might be equally accessible to deaf and hearing audiences.  Over 

five days they devise nine new scenes, the primary data of the project.  The scenes are 

shown to a mixed deaf/hearing audience, and metadata concerning audience response 

to the scenes are generated in focus groups.  Further metadata concerning the creative 

process are generated by the actors, using reflective diaries and small group reflexive 

interviews.  Throughout the project, the lead researcher predominantly adopts the role 

of participant observer; his field notes also form part of the metadata. 

 

The scenes created employ a variety of cross-cultural and bilingual performance 

techniques.  Despite the ensemble’s view that each scene will be successful in offering 

access, the response of the spectators suggests that equality of participation is not 

achieved; the societal frames of each group create different expectations and 

prejudices that influence the receptive process.  Socio-analysis of the metadata 

concerning the creative process reveals a similar situation.  Examples of practice do 

occur, however, in which equality of participation is achieved.  This is dependent on 

participants over-riding their own ideological positions, particularly those concerning 

language and translation, to create a third space where practice is not determined by 

field conditions, but instead where participants who draw from both oppressor and 

oppressed groups work together to create a utopia of Freirean equality.	
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Chapter 1:  Introduction	

 

In the last two decades in the UK, anecdotal evidence suggests that there has been a 

marked decrease in participation in theatre by deaf1 people.  Across the country, many 

deaf schools and clubs have closed down, and consequently opportunities for deaf 

people to participate in amateur theatre are disappearing.  Indeed, national deaf drama 

competitions, previously widely reported in deaf publications such as Deaf Arts UK, 

are no longer a feature of deaf community life.  Furthermore, in the professional arena 

the British Theatre of the Deaf lost its funding in the 1970s (Stewart, 2015), and 

attempts to revive it in the early 2000s were unsuccessful.  At the time of writing there 

are few theatre companies in the UK employing deaf actors. 

 

Current efforts to promote an increase in deaf people’s engagement with theatre, under 

the banners of equality and diversity, focus on their participation as spectators at sign 

language interpreted performances (hereafter SLIPs).  The number of deaf people 

attending these, however, is less than expected (Lee, 2004), and an increasing body of 

research, including my own (Richardson, 2017b; 2018a; Richardson and Thompson, 

2018), suggests that SLIPs are both difficult to deliver and ineffective in offering deaf 

people adequate participation in the performance (see Section 3.2.4). 

 

Deaf actors and spectators, then, do not participate in UK theatre in significant 

numbers.  Superficially, inadequacy of access provision takes the blame, but 

discussion of only accessibility distracts attention from more fundamental issues.  The 

failure of mainstream (hearing) theatre makers to include deaf people, whether 

deliberately or through neglect represents an element of what Ladd (2003) 

persuasively argues as discrimination against the deaf community by hegemonic 

hearing culture:  deaf cultural practices are oppressed and the use of signed languages 

is rejected.  Emery (2009) goes further, suggesting that removal of the potential to 

contribute to the cultural life of the wider community denies deaf people the 

opportunity for full citizenship. 

 

																																																													
1 Except when citing other authors’ uses of ‘deaf’, ‘Deaf’, ‘DEAF’ or ‘d/Deaf’ to signify specific 
meanings, I use the italicised forms deaf and hearing throughout this thesis: my rationale for this 
convention is presented in Section 2.3.4. 
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The relative absence of deaf actors in mainstream theatre might also be detrimental to 

hearing theatre-makers.  Deaf people are described as having a visuo-spatial 

orientation to the world (Bahan, 2014), and furthermore use embodied visual (signed) 

languages that can be produced creatively in performance (Sutton-Spence, 2014).  

Despite this, the potential contributions that deaf people and their cultural experience 

might make to theatre, a visuo-spatial medium in which actors aim to use their bodies 

creatively to generate meaning, are, as yet, largely unrecognised by hearing theatre-

makers. 

 

The under-representation of deaf people in current UK theatre practice is well known 

within the deaf community (Lee, 2004), and by those hearing theatre practitioners, 

like myself, who have the privilege of working with deaf actors and/or talking to deaf 

spectators.  Deaf people’s lack of participation and the potential consequences 

described above are, however, not well understood by the majority of hearing people, 

and remain largely under-researched.  Indeed, at the time of starting this thesis, 

research into SLIPs has been undertaken by and/or with sign language interpreters, but 

I am aware of no pre-existing academic research with deaf people that seeks to explain 

the reasons for their lack of participation, or that seeks to find mechanisms by which 

deaf people’s participation might match that of their hearing peers.  Interrogating this 

lack of equality of participation is the aim of this research project, and the findings 

outlined later in this chapter and presented fully in subsequent chapters are the 

contribution that this thesis makes to the field.	

 

1.1 Introducing the research 

 

My doctoral journey encompasses two pieces of research.  The first interrogated the 

effectiveness of SLIPs for deaf spectators, and was conducted at the request of a group 

of theatre venues concerned that fewer deaf people than anticipated attend their SLIPs.  

This was the first academic study of SLIPs to work with and foreground the responses 

of deaf people, and the findings suggest that, despite being marked as part of theatre 

venues’ accessibility initiatives, SLIPs do not make spoken language theatre 

accessible to deaf spectators (Richardson, 2018a). 

 

Given the ineffectiveness of the ubiquitous SLIP, this doctoral project investigates 

other techniques that might more effectively fulfil theatres’ often-stated intention of 
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offering deaf spectators an equivalent experience to their hearing peers.  As an 

Applied Theatre practice-as-research Project, however, it goes further in not only 

considering the audience response to what they see on stage, but also the ways in 

which deaf and hearing actors might work together within the creative process, both to 

create equality in the rehearsal room and to use both deaf and hearing experiences in 

the process of creating performances that are accessible to both deaf and hearing 

spectators.  Accordingly this thesis aims to answer the research question: 

 

How can different methods of theatre-making encourage equality of 

participation in performance processes for deaf and hearing people? 

 

The notions of ‘deaf and hearing people’ and of ‘theatre-making’ are explored in the 

early chapters of the thesis, where I outline the different dimensions of this project’s 

theoretical framework.  Other concepts within the question, however, benefit from 

brief explanation at this stage:  ‘participation’, ‘performance’ and ‘equality’. 

 

I understand the notion of ‘participation’ in this context as the actions, interactions and 

reactions of all participants, both actors and spectators (after, for example Fischer-

Lichte, 2014).  Following Schechner (2006), I understand theatrical ‘performance’ as 

three connected phenomena.  First is the ‘proto-performance’, the wide range of 

preparatory activities undertaken by the actors that might include training, warm-up 

exercises, workshop sessions, creative activity and rehearsal.  In the context of this 

project the proto-performance is constituted by the activities carried out by the actors 

within the five days of the data generation project (see section 4.4.1).  The proto-

performance is followed by the ‘performance’ itself, the showing of the theatrical 

material created by the actors to the audience, which in this project happens on the 

final night of the data generation week.  Finally comes the ‘aftermath’, which 

encompasses all subsequent responses to the performance.  In this project it is 

constituted only by the reactions of audience members in focus groups immediately 

following the performance.  As stated above, these approaches to participation and 

performance take this project beyond the existing paradigm of access provision by 

mainstream theatre venues, by not merely considering the audience response to the 

addition of sign language interpreting or captions to a single performance (Richardson, 

2018b), but seeking to understand how access issues can be embedded in every stage 

of the performance process. 



   

 

Page 4 

Turning to ‘equality’, I follow Rancière (2013) in understanding ‘equality’ as a 

presupposition:  not “a founding ontological principle” of society but rather “a 

condition that only functions when it is put into action” (ibid.: 48).  In the case of 

audience participants, I build on my earlier research by considering equality to have 

been achieved when there is both “a subjective feeling of full (or at least adequate) 

understanding and participation” (Richardson, 2018b: 66) by all participants, and 

when this is confirmed by objective comparison (ibid.).  Assessing the achievement of 

equality for deaf and hearing spectators within this project thus requires not only 

ascertaining their responses to the performances they see, but also comparing the 

responses of the deaf audience to those of the hearing audience to assess whether or 

not they had similar levels of understanding. 

 

For the acting participants, the notion of equality of participation is embodied by the 

methods of this project, drawn from Applied Theatre and specifically the devising 

process. These methods are understood to be co-operative and non-hierarchical, and to 

depend on voluntary participation, social interaction and democratic engagement, each 

of which I consider to be an indicator of the achievement of equality within the 

creative process of this project (see Section 3.4 for further discussion). As with 

spectator participants, these indicators are both subjective and objective, and this 

project ascertains the actors’ own perspectives on the quality of their participation, as 

well as the perspectives of others that enable comparisons to be made between 

individual actors to ascertain whether pre-existing social hierarchies are flattened.  

Where there are actions to remove inequality within performance processes, these are 

embodied in the notion of ‘transformativity’, in this case the transformation of actors 

away from pre-conceived notions of accessible performance practices and towards 

those that are more enlightened and less ideologically compromised.  This is a utopian 

vision, a notion that I critique in Section 3.5.2.  

 

Alongside the research question stated above, this project also considers six sub-

questions.  Again using Schechner’s three stages of performance, they can be grouped 

according to their relationship to the proto-performance, the performance, or the 

aftermath.  Sub-questions relating to the proto-performance of this project are: 

• How are deaf and hearing identities and cultural practices negotiated in 

the theatre-making process? 
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• What are the communication strategies of individuals and the group, 

and what is the role of translation in the creative process?   

• What are the power dynamics expressed by the actors in a mixed deaf 

and hearing theatre ensemble?  

Sub-questions concerning the performance are: 

• How do the performance genres created by the ensemble relate to 

existing typologies of cross-cultural theatre and techniques of 

bilingual2 theatre? 

• How are the material elements (spatiality, corporeality and tonality) of 

the performances manipulated to engage deaf and hearing spectators?  

Finally, one sub-question relates to the aftermath: 

• What are the responses of deaf and hearing spectators to the 

performances created within this project? 

 

In answering the sub-questions, I seek to understand not only how particular 

performance techniques might support equality of participation, but also how issues of 

identity, language and power influence the creative process, and how the different 

societal contexts of deaf and hearing spectators lead them to read performances in 

different ways.  In so doing, throughout the thesis I also engage with the crosscutting 

themes of citizenship and oppression.  Both are of particular relevance in 

contemporary Scotland.  Since the passing of the British Sign Language (Scotland) 

Act 2015, publicly funded organisations are required to be working towards providing 

their services in BSL (National Archives, 2015), a step that will facilitate deaf 

people’s participation in all areas of cultural life, including theatre, and thereby 

enhance their opportunities to achieve full citizenship. 

 

Furthermore, deaf friends and colleagues regularly relate stories to me of their 

mistreatment at the hands of hearing individuals and institutions, everyday 

performances of the hearing discrimination against deaf communities described by 

Ladd (2003; 2008).  Taking a lead from my methodological inspirations, Paolo Freire 

																																																													
2 In line with other performance and translation theorists, I use the term ‘bilingual’ throughout the thesis 
to refer to theatre created and/or performed in more than one language.  I also recognise, however, that 
as it relates to communication between individuals, the term ‘bilingual’ is problematic and focused 
more on fixed notions of language than on dynamic multilingual interactions.  See Sections 2.3.2 for 
further discussion. 
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and Augusto Boal (see the following section), throughout this thesis I describe such 

behaviour as ‘oppression’.  My intention is not provocation, but merely re-presentation 

of a minority group’s description of the behaviour of what Bourdieu would call the 

‘dominant’ group (Burawoy, 2011: 1) towards them.  As the (unattributed) saying 

goes, “The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing”.  

I hope that my approach will enlighten hearing readers about their potential complicity 

in oppressive practices created by societal hierarchies of which they were previously 

unaware. 

 

1.2 Realising the research 

 

In seeking to answer my research questions, I construct a methodology that has as its 

foundation the Pedagogy of the Oppressed of Freire (1968/1996).  This is relevant here 

in two respects.  Firstly, it informs the notion of Participatory Action Research 

(hereafter PAR), as described by, for example, Chambers (1994a).  This is a 

methodological approach that foregrounds knowledge generated by the community to 

which it is pertinent, rather than by an ‘etic’ researcher, that is one from outside the 

community being researched.  The principles of PAR have been developed to create 

what Singleton, Martin and Morgan (2015) refer to as ‘deaf-friendly research’, that is 

research by hearing scholars that is ethically sympathetic to deaf participants, and 

attempts to minimise the impact of the researcher’s power and privilege on the 

knowledge generation process.  In the context of this project, which considers equality 

of participation for both deaf and hearing people, the principles of PAR are extended 

further to foreground deaf and hearing participants’ contributions while still seeking to 

minimise the influence of the hearing researcher on knowledge generation. 

 

Secondly, Freirean pedagogy is the inspiration for the Theatre of the Oppressed, one 

of the techniques developed by Boal (2000).  This performance practice is a tool that 

allows oppressed communities to engage with the means by which they might achieve 

liberation from oppression, by encouraging them to participate as both spectators and 

actors in performances that re-present that oppression.  Boal’s techniques are now 

commonplace in Applied Theatre (hereafter AT) practice (Nicholson, 2014: 47), a 

method that aims to create societal and personal change through a “relationship 

between theatre practice, social efficacy, citizenship and community building” (ibid.: 

2).  This thesis is based on an AT project, but one in which the subject of the research 
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is not my own practice, but that of the participants.  Accordingly it can most 

appropriately be described, following Mackey as ‘Applied Theatre practice as 

research’ (2016a: 478). 

 

The details of the AT project are as follows.  Ten actors work together in a rehearsal 

room for five days.  Five of the actors self-identify as deaf and prefer to participate in 

theatre using BSL, the other five self-identify as hearing and choose to participate in 

theatre primarily in spoken English.  The actors are given one task:  to devise short 

scenes that they consider to be equally ‘accessible’3 to deaf and hearing spectators, 

using as many different techniques as they can create within the available time.  They 

work in small groups, and choose both the accessibility technique and the subject 

matter for each scene, with minimal influence from me.  Indeed my own role is to 

provide scaffolding (introducing the research, running warm-up activities, chairing 

feedback sessions, time-keeping), but during the devising elements of the process I am 

predominantly a non-participant observer. 

 

During the creative process, the ensemble creates nine scenes.  The first two, created at 

my request as a starting point for the project, are not intended to be accessible:  one is 

created by only deaf actors as though for deaf spectators, the other is the result of 

hearing actors working together to create a piece for a hearing audience.  The 

remaining seven pieces are created with the intention of offering equal participation, 

and represent different styles of cross-cultural theatre:  trans-cultural, post-colonial, 

and m/Multicultural (after Lo and Gilbert, 2002).  Within these, elements of deaf and 

hearing practice are performed in a number of ways:  particular identities are 

sometimes foregrounded; at the opposite extreme, deaf and hearing practices are 

ignored; and in other cases actors perform fluid characters who move between the 

practices of each (deaf and hearing) culture.		The scenes also use a range of techniques 

of bilingual performance, many already represented in the literature, but additionally 

include newly described techniques that draw on the potential for simultaneity of 

performance in two languages that use different modes (spoken and signed).  In 

answering the research questions relating to the performance, this information is 

presented as the core data of this project. 
																																																													
3 I use the word ‘accessible’ with participants, as it is the terminology widely adopted by theatre venues 
and companies.  Within this project, I understand ‘accessibility’ as a significant factor in creating 
‘equality of participation’.  See Chapter 6 for further discussion. 
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On the last day of the project, the nine pieces are rehearsed and performed to a mixed 

deaf and hearing audience.  Following the performances the actors run focus groups 

with the spectators to generate metadata that explore the research sub-question relating 

to the aftermath (the critical response).  Despite the actors having created work that 

they consider to be equally accessible to deaf and hearing audiences, the focus groups 

reveal on the one hand that deaf spectators’ participation is still limited in several 

scenes, and on the other, that for hearing people engagement with the scenes is 

encouraged less by the question of accessibility and far more by the notion of 

‘quality’.  Analysis suggests that the differing expectations and prejudices of the deaf 

and hearing spectators, drawn from their different prior experiences and societal 

contexts, leads them to read the performances differently. As a result, the project’s 

ambition of equality of participation is not achieved for the spectators. 

 

Other metadata are generated from my own field notes, from the written and videoed 

reflective diaries of the acting participants, and from a guided discussion, or reflexive 

interview, that the actors video on the final day.  These metadata explore the three 

research questions relating to the proto-performance, and reveal that negotiation of 

identity, communication and power dynamics are repeatedly problematic throughout 

the project.  They also suggest that one group of actors do undergo an element of 

transformation and seem to resolve the inherent difficulties of working cross-culturally 

and bilingually.  The contrast between this example, and the failure to move towards 

the utopian ideal of equality of participation throughout much of the project, allows a 

discussion not only of how transformation is achieved, but also of how the practices 

that underscore transformation might be applied across all performance processes from 

proto-performance, through the performance event, to the aftermath.	

 

1.3 Framing the research 

 

The research here described sits at the intersection of a number of theoretical frames, 

indeed Aquilina and Sarco-Thomas (2018) note that much research in the performing 

arts is interdisciplinary.  The approach taken is what van Leeuwen describes as 

“integrationist” (2005: 6), in other words I take concepts and methods from different 

disciplines to develop a holistic understanding of a specific, complex, research 

question.  The knowledge produced is not owned by one discipline, rather it lies in the 
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space between disciplines (Repko, 2008), from where it is available to be assimilated 

into any or all of the contributing fields (Corby, 2018). 

 

The theoretical frames here are drawn from Deaf Studies and Performance Studies.  

These frames do not, however, draw the reader inwards from an outer social context to 

a tightly focused view of the subject matter.  Rather, social interaction and theatre 

process are presented as mutually dependent, and the intersection of the frames has a 

circularity that brings different aspects of the work into focus depending on the 

perspective taken, as shown in Figure 1.14 and further explained in the following 

paragraphs.  

 

 
Figure 1.1:  The theoretical frames of this thesis 
 

Reading clockwise from the top of the diagram, notions of deaf and hearing practices 

sit at the heart of this thesis and represent the first dimension of the project’s 

theoretical framework.  The cultural practices that deaf and hearing identities embody 

can be considered as performances, whether that be the actions of individuals in 

everyday life, or the representation of characters in theatrical events.  The concept of 

the performance of social identity thus constitutes a second dimension of the 

																																																													
4 Unless otherwise stated, all figures and tables within this thesis are the original work of the author. 

Deaf and 
hearing 
practices 

Performance 
of social 
identity 

Applied 
theatre 
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and bilingual 
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performance 
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theoretical framework.  Reading further around the framework, the exploration of 

identity in performance by acting participants, requires a theoretical understanding of 

AT and its potential to engender the transformation required to create equality of 

participation.  Furthermore, the performance of deaf and hearing characters in a single 

theatrical event within this project, with the concomitant linguistic implications of that 

combination, demands a fourth dimension of the framework that encompasses both 

cross-cultural theatre and bilingual theatre. 

 

Reading the framework in an anti-clockwise direction, however, positions notions of 

deaf and hearing practices not only as the raw material from which these performances 

are constructed, but also as the outer societal frame that informs participants’ 

expectations and prejudices, and consequently influences their responses as spectators 

at those performances.  This suggests a fifth and final dimension to the theoretical 

framework, namely an understanding of audiences and their responses to 

performances. 

 

Alongside this theoretical framework, I use Bourdieu’s field5 theory as a socio-

analytical tool to draw together its two readings, clockwise and anti-clockwise.   

Embedded in Bourdieu’s concept of field is the notion that the practices of individuals 

and institutions within a particular social space are both structured by the social space 

that they occupy, and also responsible for structuring that social space.  I use the 

concepts within field theory to analyse and attempt to explain how acting participants’ 

performances of their own identities influence the theatrical material that they create, 

and at the same time how the presentation of particular identities on stage as characters 

might work to restructure individuals’ cultural practices.  Similar Bourdieusian 

‘thinking tools’ are used to explain not only how spectators’ expectations and 

prejudices, structured by the cultural practices of their social space, influence their 

response to a performance, but also whether and how watching a performance might 

begin the process of restructuring the audience’s social space. 

 

Considering the five dimensions of the theoretical frame already presented suggests 

that a stable and consistent ontological position for this thesis is difficult to locate.   

																																																													
5	I adopt Bourdieu’s convention of italicising his terminology, to mark it as different from other uses of 
the same words.	
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Performance Studies includes all but one of the theoretical dimensions of the thesis 

(the notions of deaf and hearing identity), and also overlaps with early performative 

notions of deaf identity.  It has historically been presented as broadly constructivist, a 

subjective ontological position in which social reality, here the performance, is 

understood to be constructed within individual participants (Bryman, 2015).  

Nicholson, however, suggests that AT practice is ontologically “a practice of relation” 

(2016: 253).  In this paradigm the ontology remains subjective, but is now more 

accurately described as social constructionism.  In other words the social phenomena 

embodied by the various elements of the performance (including the proto-

performance and the aftermath) are created and constantly recreated by the interaction 

and discourse of social individuals (Bryman, 2015).  Whilst the difference between 

these two subjective positions is subtle, a social constructionist position is more 

appropriate to a project that epistemologically views performance as interaction, and 

in which data and metadata are generated through discourse (for example, in this 

project, through participation in a creative process or within focus audience groups).  

In my own analysis of the performance product data, however, a constructivist 

approach is unavoidable, as here I construct knowledge about the phenomena from 

within myself.  During the product analysis (presented in Chapter 5), I maintain 

awareness of this shift of ontological position in an attempt to temper my own 

influence on the creation of knowledge, which elsewhere in the thesis is generated 

predominantly through participant interaction. 

 

My predominantly social constructionist ontological position is also challenged 

repeatedly by the philosophy of phenomenology, as theorised by Merleau-Ponty 

(1945/2012).  From this perspective, individuals are understood to generate knowledge 

not internally or through discourse, but through their external intuitive relations with 

the world, mediated by perception and experience.  For Nicholson (2016: 254), in AT, 

phenomenology encapsulates the nature of performance as interaction happening in 

the here-and-now of enactment, not as understanding generated by subsequent 

cognitive processing or discourse.  Furthermore, phenomenology is the foundation for 

Butler’s (1988) essay on the performance and performativity of social identity, which I 

relate to the development of new social practices in Chapter 8.  In addition, the model 

of the theatrical event which informs my understanding of audience response, 

developed by Cremona et al. (2004), embraces both phenomenological and social 

constructionist positions, each prevalent at different stages of the audience reception 
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process.  Accordingly, the social constructionist position of this thesis is at times 

challenged not only by constructivism but also by phenomenological ontologies. 

 

A further challenge to my ontological position comes from recent work by a number 

of writers, particularly McConachie (2007; 2011).  He draws on, amongst other things, 

neuroscience and cognitive psychology to re-vision performance and audience 

response through the lens of philosophical realism (Lakoff and Johnson, 1999).  This 

approach rejects the constructivist paradigm of Performance Studies but adopts neither 

social constructionism nor phenomenology.  This is an important development for 

Performance Studies, as it potentially allows for the development of falsifiable 

theories of interaction and participation.  However, without the resources to include 

neuroscientific testing within my methods, it is difficult to engage with cognitive 

psychology and philosophical realism within my thesis, and I thus choose not to 

include it as part of my spectrum of ontologies. 

 

A social constructionist ontological position is also appropriate from the perspective of 

Deaf Studies.  In Chapter 2, I discuss the notion that deaf and hearing people create 

different knowledge from similar social phenomena because they perceive the world in 

a predominantly visual or auditory manner respectively.  Subjectivity is central here:  

an interpretivist approach that recognises the difference between deaf and hearing 

social actors is unavoidable, and leads me to accept the suggestion of Corker (1998) 

and Sparrow (2005) that groups have the right to self-determination.  Indeed 

participants’ first contact with this project is their self-identification as either deaf or 

hearing. 

	

1.4 Presenting the research 

	

Having introduced the project, its methods, theoretical frames and ontological 

positions, it remains within this introduction only to provide an overview of the 

chapters that follow.  These can be considered in three parts.  Firstly, I present an 

overview of the five dimensions of the theoretical frame in Chapters 2 and 3.  This is 

followed in Chapter 4 by a discussion of the methodology and methods of the thesis.  

Finally, in the third part I present, analyse and discuss the findings of the project, in 

Chapters 5 to 8.  An outline of the contents of each chapter is given here. 
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The purpose of Chapter 2 is to develop an understanding of the notions of deaf and 

hearing as identities or cultural practices, and of the relationship between these two 

practices.  The intention is to provide a useful conceptual foundation from which to 

understand and interpret the data and metadata of this project.  I first introduce 

Bourdieu’s field theory, as a set of ‘thinking tools’ that can be used to explain the 

practices of individuals and groups.  From here, I introduce ideas of deaf and hearing 

as presented in the literature, but re-vision them as the performance of deaf and 

hearing social identities, practices informed by the conditions of deaf and hearing 

fields respectively.  I end the chapter by considering the relative positions of the deaf 

and hearing fields within the field of power, and the consequent oppression of deaf 

people by hegemonic hearing society.  Looking forward, an understanding of these 

issues will help in analysing elements of the performance (presented in Chapter 5), and 

assist in explaining the different readings of the performance by deaf and hearing 

spectators (as presented in Chapter 6).  Further it will inform the answers to the three 

research-sub-questions concerning identity, language and power as they are expressed 

during the creative process of the proto-performance (as presented in Chapter 7). 

 

Having considered ideas of deaf and hearing practice, and the performance of social 

identity, Chapter 3 turns to the dimensions of the theoretical frame that relate to 

theatrical performance.  The aim is to provide a theoretical background for answering 

the research sub-questions that relate to the performance and its aftermath, as well as 

introducing ideas relevant to the methods of the thesis and the creative process used by 

the actors.  I divide the chapter into four parts, each one relevant to one of the chapters 

in the third part of the thesis: product (in Chapter 5), audience response (in Chapter 6), 

creative process (in Chapter 7), and the discussion of transformativity as it relates to 

equality of participation for the actors and spectators (in Chapter 8).  I begin with the 

theatrical product, and after introducing the concept of performance I explore the 

notion of the materiality of performance (and specifically how corporeality relates to 

the performance of identity), typologies of cross-cultural theatre, and different 

techniques used in bilingual theatre.  Within this section I also provide an overview of 

performance by and for deaf people, conceptualised as cross-cultural and bilingual 

theatre.  Secondly, I turn to the theoretical understanding of audiences, focusing 

specifically on the context of the ‘theatrical event’ (Cremona et al., 2004) as a way of 

understanding audience response.  Thirdly, I explore concepts relevant to the proto-

performance, introducing the practices of AT and devised theatre which inform this 
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project’s methods.  Finally, I consider the concept of transformativity, both in 

performance generally and then more specifically the transformative potential of AT.  

I conclude the chapter by relating the concept of transformativity to the main research 

question of this thesis, and discussing the relevance of Bourdieusian socio-analysis to 

transformativity in AT. 

 

Having introduced the concepts that underpin the different dimensions of the 

theoretical frame of this thesis, in Chapter 4 I turn to my methodology and methods.  

The pedagogy of Paolo Freire is introduced as the foundation of the methodology, 

influencing the development of Participatory Action Research and deaf-centred 

research, as well as being the starting point for Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed, which 

influences much AT practice.  After introducing each of these methodological 

influences, I include a section in which I explore my own positionality as a hearing 

person accustomed to working in the deaf field, and as a theatre practitioner turned 

researcher.  Finally, I describe the project’s methods, from the perspectives of the 

actors, the audience and the production interpreters, followed by my own role in 

analysing the data.	

 

Moving on to the findings, I use Chapters 5, 6 and 7 to present data and metadata 

generated throughout the project.  I consider the theatrical performances created within 

this project to be my core data and present these first in Chapter 5.  The audience 

responses to the performances, and the actors’ impressions of the creative process 

involved in creating them, I consider to be metadata and present them in Chapters 6 

and 7.  As mainstream theatre venues are typically more concerned with audience 

response than with what happens in a touring theatre company’s rehearsal room, I first 

present audience metadata in Chapter 6, subsequently returning to the start of the 

creative process and the actors’ metadata in Chapter 7. 

 

To expand on the above, in Chapter 5 I present the core data of the project, the 

theatrical performances created by the actors.  Preliminary data are provided which 

present the process by which decisions were made about the techniques used to create 

accessible theatre.  The remainder of the chapter is dedicated to presenting each scene 

as a script (my own transcript and translation of the video recording of the 

performance).  Subsequently each script is analysed according to its materiality 

(including the performance of audio-linguistic identity), its cross-cultural type and the 
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bilingual techniques used, as described in Chapter 3, to explore the performance-

oriented research sub-questions.  I conclude by considering the potential of the choices 

made by the actors in creating these performances to offer equality of participation to 

deaf and hearing spectators.  

 

In Chapter 6, I aim to explore the research sub-question concerning audience response.  

I present metadata generated by the focus groups, firstly their general responses to 

each of the scenes and subsequently the metadata specific to my own analyses of the 

materiality, cross-culturality, and linguality of the performances.  The findings suggest 

a failure to achieve equality of participation for deaf and hearing spectators, and the 

final part of the chapter explores this further, by presenting metadata relating to the 

societal contexts, expectations and prejudices of the two groups. 

 

In Chapter 7, I turn to the proto-performance of this project.  The aim here is to 

explore the research sub-questions concerning identity, communication and power 

within the creative process.  I present metadata on preparatory activities that I lead 

within the creative process to prepare participants for working without hierarchies, 

followed by metadata concerning steps that the actors identify as necessary for 

removing hierarchies.  I then go on to present two contrasting examples of small group 

working.  In the first example, the actors maintain a power imbalance between deaf 

and hearing participants, similar to that described in Chapter 2, and do not achieve 

equality of participation.  The actors in the second example, however, do appear to 

undergo a transformative experience and are able to put aside their own societal 

contexts to achieve equal participation.   

 

Finally, in Chapter 8, I discuss the findings presented in the previous three chapters 

with a view to answering the main research question.  Has this project been 

transformative for the actors?  Has it created opportunities for equal participation for 

deaf and hearing people?  I introduce the notion of a third space and the factors that 

contribute to its creation.  I conceptualise the space as a Freirean liminal space that 

cannot be described using Bourdieusian socio-analysis.  I suggest that practices within 

such a third space are made possible through the development of new behavioural 

templates or what Butler would call performatives, experienced both within the 

creative process and within the different scenes created by the ensemble.  I conclude 

the chapter by discussing both the potential longevity of such a transformation for the 
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actors, beyond the spatial and temporal limitations of the project; and the failure of the 

project to create similar equality of participation for the spectators. 

 

I conclude the thesis in Chapter 9.  Here I draw together my exploration of the main 

research question, before critically reflecting on my methodology and methods.  I end 

by listing the contributions of this thesis, methodologically, empirically, theoretically 

and practically, before offering some suggestions for future research. 

 

To conclude, this chapter has introduced an Applied Theatre practice-as-research 

project that aims to explore equality of participation in performance processes for deaf 

and hearing people.  Having presented a summary of the project’s research questions, 

methods and theoretical frames, I have also outlined the structure of the thesis.  In 

Chapter 2 I now turn to consider deaf and hearing social practices, through the lens of 

Bourdieu’s field theory.	
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Chapter 2:  Conceptualising deaf and hearing fields 	 
 

In this chapter I introduce two dimensions of my theoretical frame: the concepts of 

deaf and hearing, and the notion of performance of identity.  The intention is to 

develop an understanding of deaf and hearing practices that will support an 

exploration of the research sub-questions concerning the negotiation of identity, 

language and power in the creative process and the performance of identity within the 

scenes created by the actors.  It will also help to explain the different responses to the 

scenes by deaf and hearing spectators. 

 

I begin by providing an overview of Bourdieu’s field theory and the concepts within it 

that serve as useful tools when analysing my findings.  I then apply this theory to the 

concepts of deaf and hearing as identities and cultural practices.  I subsequently 

consider the interaction between deaf and hearing people and the ongoing power 

imbalance between those groups, before concluding by critiquing the use of 

Bourdieu’s theory in this thesis.	

 

2.1 Introducing field theory 

 

Field theory is rooted in Bourdieu’s personal experience as a child in working class 

rural France, an adolescent in the elite educational establishments of Paris and a young 

adult conducting anthropological field work in post-colonial Algeria (Grenfell, 2014).  

It is a praxis of reflexive socio-analysis, a theory of ‘doing’ (Auslander, 2008: 68), the 

various concepts it encapsulates intended to explain practice in particular social 

spaces: 

 

practice = [(habitus) (capital)] + field 

(Bourdieu, 1984: 101) 

 

Furthermore, field theory aims to identify and challenge arbitrary causes of power 

inequality that have been misrecognised and internalised as objective guidelines for 

living (Swartz, 1997). Root 

 

I use field theory in the interdisciplinary space created by this thesis as an analytical 

tool to draw together the various theoretical frames of the project.  Its specific 
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application to this thesis will become apparent throughout the following chapters.  For 

context, however, I here present definitions and descriptions of relevant concepts 

within the theory.  Firstly, I consider field, and the role of doxa in maintaining 

hierarchies and underpinning symbolic violence within a field. Subsequently, I 

consider the concepts of habitus and capital, and the roles they play in determining 

individuals’ hierarchical positions within a field, and hence the power dynamics within 

groups.  Finally, I turn to hysteresis, a process that results from the mismatch of field 

and habitus.  It should be noted, however, that Bourdieu presents a holistic approach 

to the study of social processes, and this presentation of each concept in isolation is 

somewhat artificial.  In practice they are mutually interdependent, each influencing the 

others over time, and are better considered as a complex interaction. 

 

2.1.1 Field 

Field is any social space and the network of relations between the individuals, groups 

and institutions from which it is constituted (Thomson, 2014).  Bourdieu defines it as 

 

a network, or configuration, of objective relations between positions.  These 

positions are objectively defined, in their existence and in the determinations 

they impose upon their occupants, agents or institutions, by their present and 

potential situation (situs) in the structure of the distribution of species of power 

(or capital) whose possession commands access to the specific profits that are 

at stake in the field, as well as by their objective relation to other positions 

(domination, subordination, homology etc.) 

    (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 97) 

 

The function of field is to promote understanding of the social (rather than 

geographical) space in which interactions and other social phenomena occur.  Central 

to the concept is the notion of hierarchy.  An individual field is structured by 

individuals, groups and institutions who can interact and who occupy particular 

positions in relation to each other:  those in dominant positions have the power to 

control the activity within that field (Thomson, 2014).   

 

As a result of its internal hierarchies, every field is an arena of antagonism (Thomson, 

2014) that “mediates the relationship between social structure and cultural practice” 

(Swartz, 1997: 9).  Bourdieu (1998) often described fields as competitive games in 
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which all the actors are working to gain power over and improve their own position in 

relation to others.  The three available strategies for individuals within a field are 

conservation of a superior position by a dominant actor; succession, or an attempt by a 

new actor in a field to achieve a superior position; or subversion of the field by those 

who expect to gain little from it (Swartz, 1997).  This constant power struggle means 

that any field is in flux, a site of both dominance and resistance that is restructuring 

over time:  the internal hierarchies are not fixed.  

 

Whilst fields are considered distinct, similar practices may be seen within multiple 

fields, because groups may simultaneously occupy more than one field (Thomson, 

2014).  When individuals move between fields, however, they may occupy 

significantly different positions in the hierarchies within those fields.  Furthermore, 

distinct fields have autonomous qualities that position them hierarchically in relation 

to other fields within an all-encompassing ‘field of power’ (Bourdieu and Clough, 

1998).  The field of power consists of multiple social fields involved in a process of 

mutual co-construction, indeed practices in one field may be highly dependent on 

actions in other fields (Thomson, 2014).  Furthermore, the hierarchies within the field 

of power mean that the external boundaries of any field are blurred, contested and 

constantly changing, and are themselves objects of struggle (Swartz, 1997).   

 

2.1.2 Doxa 

Just as a game has rules, a particular field has predictable patterns of behaviour, a 

“logic of practice” (Thomson, 2014: 68) that protects the institutions and individuals 

within that field:  “it follows rules, or, better, regularities, that are not explicit and 

codified” (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992: 98).  This set of regularities, and its 

unquestioned acceptance, is the doxa of the field. 

 

Despite not being prescribed as a guidebook for life, doxa is a useful way of 

understanding a group’s practical reasoning.  It is constituted by ideologies that 

present as apparently natural beliefs, but which are in fact founded on the 

misrecognition and internalisation of arbitrary social constructs. Such constructs are 

founded on what Sidanius and Pratto (1999) term the legitimising myths of the 

dominant classes.  (Concrete examples are given in Section 2.5.1 in the discussion of 

language ideologies).  Importantly, a field can only be recognised as autonomous at 

the point when the arbitrariness of the origins of the doxa is forgotten.  It is only 
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through intuitive acceptance of the doxa by individuals and institutions that a field 

achieves stability: the doxa guides the “feel for the game” (Deer, 2014: 116). 

 

This feel for the game is embodied in symbolic systems such as education (Bourdieu 

and Clough, 1998), which are created by the dominant classes and provide “integration 

for dominant groups […] and legitimation of social ranking by encouraging the 

dominated to accept existing hierarchies of social distinction” (Bourdieu, 1977b: 114).  

The power dynamics within such symbolic systems are legitimised by the doxa and, 

by maintaining an arbitrary social categorisation built on the ideologies of the 

dominant group, they in turn legitimate the doxa, thus maintaining the stability of the 

field.  Given that social categorisation in fields is hierarchical, the symbolic systems 

also allow for the manipulation of the dominated by the dominant (Swartz, 1997).  

This oppression is expressed as ‘symbolic violence’, a typically unnoticed 

phenomenon as it is not, or at least not only, mediated through physical violence 

(Schubert, 2014: 180).	

 

2.1.3 Habitus 

Habitus is the “basis of the schemes of perception and appreciation” (Bourdieu, 

1990b: 53) that inform an individual’s subjective element of practice, the way they 

understand the world and their predisposition to behave in a certain way in a particular 

social context.  It is 

 

a system of durable, transposable dispositions, structured structures 

predisposed to function as structuring structures, that is, as principles which 

generate and organise practices and representations that can be objectively 

adapted to their outcomes without pre-supposing a conscious aiming at ends or 

an express mastery of the operations necessary in order to attain them. 

(Bourdieu, 1990b: 53) 

 

Habitus is initially formed through experience gained in early life (Maton, 2014).  

Childhood experiences within the family allow individuals to unconsciously 

internalise the doxa of the field, creating a predisposition to behave in a manner that is 

felt to be appropriate in society.  This is the primary habitus.  Later interactions in 

educational institutions build a secondary or cultivated habitus (Reed-Danahay, 2005).  

Importantly habitus does not initiate actions that follow conscious decision-making; 
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rather it is pre-reflective, although it can be over-ruled by individual agency (Swartz, 

1997).  Although the habitus continues to adapt as individuals encounter new social 

spaces, it does not fundamentally change:  the early experiences of family and school 

continue to exert disproportionate influence on behaviour (Bourdieu, 1977a). 

 

Habitus is a central plank of field theory, mutually interdependent with field.  It is not 

only a structure that is structured by the field in which it is operating, and by the doxa 

found there; it also structures the practices of the individual within that field, which in 

turn contributes to the structuring of the field itself (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992).  

To return to the analogy of the game, habitus is the practical logic of playing the game 

well, understanding the unwritten rules (the doxa) of the game and developing that 

understanding over time with a view to winning, in other words to positioning oneself 

in a higher social position than others (Maton, 2014).  It is in playing the game that an 

understanding of the rules develops; that is, field structures habitus.  However, 

understanding the rules leads to individuals playing better, and the game then develops 

into a different version of itself; hence, habitus also structures the field.  Habitus and 

field can thus be considered interdependent structures that represent the subjective and 

objective elements respectively of social phenomena.  Neither can rightly be 

considered separately, as both are structured by and structuring of the other in a 

continuous process of development over time. 

 

2.1.4 Capital 

An individual’s position in a field in relation to other individuals is determined by 

one’s capital, the 

 

accumulated labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated’, embodied 

form) which, when appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or 

groups of agents, enables them to appropriate social energy in the form of 

reified or living labor. 

  (Bourdieu, 1997: 46) 

 

This can be viewed as both economic capital, assets that can be easily monetised 

(Bourdieu, 1986), and in terms of symbolic capital:  assets that elevate one group’s 

habitus above another, or differentiate the habitus of individuals within a social group 

(Moore, 2014).  It is the possession or otherwise of capital that creates power 
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differentials and social inequality within a field (Swartz, 1997):  the game is always 

competitive, and individuals aim to improve their position by accumulating capital, 

economic and symbolic (Thomson, 2014).  Just as field and habitus are 

interdependent, capital is field-specific, only conferring power in the appropriate field.  

An individual with capital and consequent status in one field may find their position 

much lower in a different field where their capital has no value. 

 

Examples of symbolic capital relevant to this thesis are social, cultural and linguistic 

capital (described in detail by Bourdieu, 1986; 1997).  The first, social capital, is 

derived from the maintenance of social relations such that when you need support, 

your social circle can offer it:  a capital-rich social network “provides each of its 

members with the backing of the collectively owned capital, a 'credential' which 

entitles them to credit” (Bourdieu, 1997: 51).  The second, cultural capital, may be 

embodied, objectified or institutionalised (Bourdieu, 1997).  Embodied cultural capital 

is cultural knowledge of a field and its doxa that has become part of an individual’s 

habitus. Objectified cultural capital is constituted by tangible representations of a 

culture.  Institutionalised cultural capital is represented by objects, such as 

qualifications, that individuals can acquire but which exist independently, owned as it 

were by the creating institution. 

 

Thirdly, linguistic capital is linked to one’s fluency and accuracy in the dominant 

language of the field (Bourdieu, 1991).  Bourdieu’s own work focused on different 

dialects of French (Bourdieu, 1990a; Bourdieu and Passeron, 1990), and the gaining of 

capital through greater understanding of the rules of speech.  Despite Bourdieu’s focus 

on his ‘national language’, O'Brien (2012) suggests that the concept of linguistic 

capital is more generally applicable, and is useful as an analytical tool when exploring 

the power of dominant groups and the oppression and suppression of minority 

languages. 

 

2.1.5 Hysteresis 

Individuals typically interact socially in fields where they feel at ease, in other words 

where there is a match between their habitus and the field, often because they have 

acquired an understanding of the doxa of that field as part of their primary habitus.  In 

such a situation, it is easy to reproduce socially acceptable behaviour (Bourdieu and 

Wacquant, 1992).  We are most comfortable playing games when we know and feel 
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comfortable with the rules.  If, however, an individual is asked to play a new game 

without knowing the rules, the result is hysteresis, a disruption between field and 

habitus.  This can occur following abrupt field change, or when habitus and capital 

acquired in one field do not match those needed for success in a different field (Hardy, 

2014). 

 

The result of hysteresis is behaviour inappropriate to the field, and an inability to 

recognise and benefit from opportunities within the field.  Any existing capital is lost 

and the means to acquire new capital are not identified (Bourdieu, 1997).  The habitus 

must respond to the new conditions, learn the rules of the new game, but this takes 

time:  there is a “structural lag between opportunities and the dispositions to grasp 

them” (ibid.: 83).  Furthermore, adapting habitus to match field is a complex process, 

likened by Bourdieu (1990b) to learning a second language:  there is a necessary 

awareness of the rules of the game that produces less comfortable behaviours than the 

instinctive predispositions of the primary habitus.  In this period of awkwardness, the 

habitus may respond unpredictably and, importantly, transient opportunities for social 

change may arise before new field structures become settled (Hardy, 2014).  Note, 

however, that hysteresis typically produces change only within a pre-existing field.  As 

already noted above, the creation of a new field would be dependent on the acceptance 

of new arbitrary ideologies to create the doxa that form the new rules for the game 

within that new field. 

 

2.1.6 Field theory and this thesis 

Bourdieu applied his sociological 'thinking tools' to the study of specific fields such as 

the Parisian academic field or French dialects, but he also intended them as “open 

concepts designed to guide empirical work” (Bourdieu, 1990a: 107), with the 

flexibility to be applied in the socio-analysis of individuals and institutions in any 

social space.  Indeed, Schubert (2014) describes them as having “tremendous heuristic 

and ontological value for those who study society” (179).  I return to the relevance of 

Bourdieu to Performance Studies at the end of Chapter 3, but here I consider the 

relatively recent introduction of Bourdieusian socio-analysis to Deaf Studies. 

 

Concepts of identity and culture are complex social constructs, understood as 

combining biological and psychological components with individuals’ reflections on 

past experiences, their lived present and their expectations of the future (Leigh, 2009).  
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Academic debate on the nature of identity tends to polarise around two perspectives: 

an essentialist view, in which identity is fixed and pre-determined (see for example 

Woodward, 2002); and a social constructionist position that holds that identity is 

structured by interactions with other individuals and with social structures, and 

evolves throughout life (see for example Baumeister, 1997). 

 

Early notions of deaf identity and culture such as that proposed by Padden (1980) and 

developed by Padden and Humphries (1988) tend towards essentialism, effectively 

creating a checklist of the features of a homogenous deaf identity (Turner, 1994).  

Turner’s critique of this approach triggered significant debate in the literature that has 

contributed to a rethinking of deaf identity, using a bottom-up approach to define 

embodied deaf ways of being and a diversity of deaf ontologies (Bauman, 2008a; 

Davis, 2008; Humphries, 2008).  Important in this development has been Ladd’s 

(2003) concept of ‘Deafhood’, which foregrounds the diversity and fluidity of deaf 

ontologies whose expression is influenced by a complex web of cultural 

(deaf/hearing) and linguistic (signed/written/spoken) factors (Corker, 1998).    

 

Bourdieu himself suggests that the notion of culture is an over-deterministic social 

construct (Swartz, 1997), an objectivist position that sits outside the ontological 

spectrum of this thesis.  He further claims that “practical classifications [of identity] 

are always subordinated to practical functions and oriented towards the production of 

social effects” (Bourdieu, 1991: 220), aligning himself with the social constructionist 

approach to identity.  For him, culture and identity have agency, and when defined as 

habitus, become “a practical tool for getting along in the social world” (Swartz, 1997: 

115).  Field becomes a more useful way of conceptualising a social group than identity 

or culture, particularly when it is acknowledged that the individuals within that group 

do not exhibit a homogenous identity. 

 

In his doctoral thesis, O’Brien suggests that field theory has an explanatory power that 

both encompasses and supersedes other models of deaf identity, even Ladd’s (2003) 

notion of Deafhood, claiming that “there is more than enough empirical research, 

albeit research that does not utilise Bourdieusian frameworks, to suggest that the Deaf 

community is a field” (O'Brien, 2012: 44).  In his thesis he uses the notions of deaf 

habitus and capital as analytical tools for understanding the transition of deaf young 

people in the (hearing) fields of education and employment, and in particular the 
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notion of hysteresis to explain problematic transitions for those young people.  

Subsequently, he suggests that Bourdieusian thinking tools provide a useful route for 

the interrogation of power imbalances between deaf and hearing people working in 

academia (O’Brien and Emery, 2014).  I agree that field theory offers a productive 

framework in which each deaf individual’s practice and interaction can be understood 

as structuring of the deaf field, or of creating deaf culture, although I consider the 

influence of deaf field to extend further than what is traditionally understood as the 

deaf community (see section 2.3.4).  Furthermore, O’Brien does not explicitly 

conceptualise such a deaf field, and in this chapter I build on his work by considering 

the structures inherent within the deaf field.  Subsequently, I use the same heuristic 

tools to create a conceptual understanding of what lies outside the deaf field: the 

hearing field.  

 

Bourdieu is not certain that cultural association alone is sufficient to create a field 

(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). In this case, however, the differences between deaf 

and hearing habitus, the separate institutions of the deaf community, and the 

contrasting symbolic capital accorded to particular deaf and hearing behaviours and 

linguistic competences all suggest that, at the very least, the notion of a deaf field as 

separate from a hearing field will provide a useful heuristic tool in the analysis of the 

data generated by this project.  This is not, however, without its flaws, and following 

my conceptualisation of the deaf and hearing fields I offer additional critique of my 

own use of field theory within this project.	

 

To conclude this section, I also suggest that the use of Bourdieusian socio-analysis is 

appropriate for the spectrum of ontological positions adopted in this thesis, outlined in 

Chapter 1, which combines social constructionism with constructivism and 

phenomenology.  Bourdieu developed field theory in part as an attempt to supersede 

and reconcile conflicting sociological theories.  In particular, he sought to combine 

objective theories such as those of Marx (1867/2000), who views institutions and 

cultures as independent phenomena that function to structure the practices of 

individuals, with the subjective positions of, for example, Blumer (1969) and his 

symbolic interactionism.  The result is a theory in which institutions or cultures (fields) 

are structuring of and structured both by the individuals within them, a constructivist 

position, and by the interactions between individuals, a social constructionist position.  

Furthermore, Bourdieu’s theory embraces phenomenology:  the predispositions of 



   

 

Page 26 

individuals to behave in certain ways (their habitus) is expressed as practice in the 

here-and-now, instinctive and in response to perception in the context of experience. 

Taking each of these perspectives together, it seems that the habitus and field of 

Bourdieu’s sociology are well suited to the fluid ontological position of this thesis. 

 

2.2 The deaf field 

 

In this section, I conceptualise deaf as a Bourdieusian field with its own doxa and 

capital, populated by deaf individuals with their own habitus that predisposes them to 

perform particular markers of audio-linguistic identity in their everyday lives.  I 

explore these concepts in turn, concluding by presenting my understanding of the 

concept of deaf field, and its relationship with the pre-existing notion of deaf-space. 

 

2.2.1 Deaf habitus and social practice 

If primary habitus is acquired from parents, and secondary habitus within education, 

then it follows that the development of deaf habitus should be consequent on being a 

child of deaf parents and/or being educated in a deaf school with other deaf people.  

Indeed Padden and Humphries (1988), the first Deaf Studies scholars to offer a 

significant conceptualisation of deaf as a culture, foreground the maintenance of 

family and/or social ties to other deaf people as one of the defining features of deaf 

practice.  In their model, particular cultural capital is accorded to deaf people who 

acquire their primary habitus from deaf parents.	

 

This view of deaf habitus is, however, problematic.  Deafness is usually what 

Hoffmeister (2008) calls only 'one generation thick':  90% of deaf children are born to 

hearing adults (Lucas and Schatz, 2003).  This might suggest that the majority of deaf 

children should develop a primary habitus that is hearing.   However, incidental 

learning through the auditory channel is an important part of developing a hearing 

habitus, and this is compromised for deaf children.  Indeed, O'Brien (2012) argues that 

deaf children, even those of hearing parents, always develop a distinct primary habitus 

that is deaf.  Later in this section I suggest that such a deaf habitus is not acquired 

from the social practices of their hearing parents, but is instead dependent on the 

physiological conditions that create what Bahan (2014) describes as deaf people’s 

visual orientation to the world.	
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Until relatively recently, for deaf people with hearing parents, attending deaf schools 

has been important for the development of a secondary deaf habitus, through shared 

participation in what Bourdieu calls ‘embodied actions’ (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 

1992), leisure activities that bring a community together.  Important here is the 

horizontal transmission of cultural values orally (Peters, 2001), or given that a signed 

language is used, ‘corp-orally’ (Leith 2016).  The peer-to-peer sharing of personal 

experience stories (Avon, 2006), and culturally specific signed language story-telling 

forms (Bahan, 2006; Bechter, 2008; Sutton-Spence and Kaneko, 2016), are the means 

by which deaf people share knowledge about how to overcome obstacles, how to take 

risks that will benefit them intellectually, culturally or psychologically, and how to 

develop their creativity (Coleman and Jankowski, 1994).   

 

In the 21st century, however, the majority of deaf people are educated in mainstream 

schools (Ladd, 2003).  For them the acquisition of a secondary deaf habitus may only 

follow the decision to join the deaf community in later life (Sparrow, 2005).  

Accordingly, Bechter uses the term “convert culture” (2008: 61) to describe the deaf 

community.  Deaf young people of hearing parents often mark the decision to adopt 

an independent deaf audio-linguistic identity as the most important transition of their 

lives (Valentine and Skelton, 2007).   

 

A deaf habitus predisposes deaf people to perform their social identity in a number of 

ways.  Padden and Humphries (1988) emphasise the shared use of a signed language 

and socialising with other deaf people.  Cokely and Baker-Shenk (1991) add the 

importance of political activism within the deaf community.  Baynton (2008) further 

suggests that deaf people create their own social and political organisations and 

publications, tend to marry within the group, and are predisposed to create their own 

distinct rules of etiquette based on particular deaf values, although he does not 

elucidate further. 

 

Other markers of deaf social identity, however, cannot be linked only to social 

predispositions and the internalising of deaf doxa.  It is debatable whether O’Brien’s 

(2012) position is entirely Bourdieusian when he argues for the inevitably of deaf 

children’s development of a deaf habitus as mentioned above, although he does 

acknowledge that communication background within the home and school do 

influence habitus development.  I suggest that in the case of deaf people, where the 
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performance of identity is often inextricably linked with audiological status, it is 

necessary to extend the sociological definition of habitus to include physiological pre-

dispositions to particular practices that inform the performance of deaf identity.  

Bourdieu does not consider such physiological factors, but then field theory is 

essentially a hearing theory. 

 

Audiological deafness creates a visual-tactile orientation to the world (Bahan, 2014) 

that predisposes deaf people to use signed languages.  This in turn gives deaf 

communities specific naming practices, particular means of transmitting cultural 

knowledge, and distinct art forms such as sign-language literature (Baynton, 2008).  

Furthermore, a visual and kinaesthetic orientation to the world demands what Hall 

(1966) would recognise as a culturally specific proxemics, a particular use of space by 

individuals interacting within groups.   Deaf groups converse while positioned in a 

circle to ensure visual contact between all participants (Bauman and Murray, 2013).  

Additionally, as individuals can only watch one person signing at a time, 

conversational turn taking is also important (Coates and Sutton-Spence, 2001), a 

practice that Woolley et al. (2010) claim can contribute to a high degree of collective 

intelligence. 

 

A combination of physiological and social predispositions also contributes to a 

distinctive model of leadership within the deaf community.  Individual leadership is 

not highly valued as it has negative connotations of authority and dominance by 

(hearing) others (see Section 2.5 below).  Instead Ladd (2003) describes leadership in 

the deaf community as operating from the ground up, possibly consequent on 

communication that demands bodily co-presence (Young and Temple, 2014) and 

enhanced and prolonged eye contact (Bahan, 2008).  Open communication, 

accompanied by equal access to information and shared advocacy, are recognised and 

valued (Raike, Pylvanen and Raino, 2014) and everybody is claimed to be “equal 

inside the deaf community” (Lockwood, 2014: 325).  Indeed, any indication of 

sticking one’s head above the ‘Deaf parapet’, even in pursuit of doing good, can be 

viewed as disloyalty (de Meulder, 2017: 106).  If individual leaders do emerge, they 

are typically not considered essential to the group’s action and control by them is 

avoided:  the deaf community prefers the empowerment of the group.   
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In this sub-section, I have introduced the notion of deaf habitus and the practices 

consequent on it and on physiological aspects of deafness, practices that constitute the 

performance of deaf audio-linguistic identity as a marker of social identity.  Now I 

turn to one specific deaf practice, the shared use of a signed language, and consider the 

linguistic capital that accrues to signed language users.	

 

2.2.2 Linguistic capital in the deaf field 

A second defining feature of deaf culture as described by Padden and Humphries 

(1988) is the shared use of a signed language as a first language, and such is its 

assumed importance to deaf identity that subsequently Batterbury, Ladd and Gulliver 

(2007) chose to replace the word ‘deaf’ with ‘Sign Language Peoples’.   In the deaf 

field, linguistic capital accrues to individuals who are proficient in one or more signed 

languages.  Hearing people with little knowledge of signed languages have negligible 

linguistic capital in the deaf field and language acts as a boundary marker between 

deaf ‘Us’ and hearing ‘Them’ (Armstrong, 1999; Irvine and Gal, 2002).  Indeed Deaf 

Studies tends to accord the most significant linguistic capital to vernacular, so-called 

‘grass-roots’ expressions of signed languages as these can be less accessible to hearing 

people than official or codified versions (Fernandes and Myers, 2010).   

 

Signed languages are visual spatial languages with their own grammar and syntax.  

They are necessarily embodied languages, but they do not represent a direct physical 

mapping of the local spoken language onto the body.   In the UK and the US they are 

widely understood to operate in only one modality with no practicable written versions 

(Conley, 2001b; Woll, Sutton-Spence and Elton, 2001), although there are some 

examples of effective ‘sign-writing’, for example in the Maltese Sign Language 

dictionary (Azzopardi-Alexander, 2003).  Consequently, until the recent development 

of video messaging, communication between signed language users has required 

bodily co-presence, as reality is created through visual and kinaesthetic perception 

(Young and Temple, 2014). 

 

Despite greater linguistic capital in the deaf field being accorded to signed languages, 

many deaf people also have some degree of competence in the local spoken language.  

Some signs include mouthings, the silent formation on the lips of borrowed words that 

qualify the sign (Sutton-Spence and Woll, 2005).  Some words (typically person and 

place names) are spelled out using fingerspelling, a manual alphabet that recreates a 
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spoken language alphabet.  Additionally, hybrid language forms exist that combine 

signs using spoken language syntax:  in the UK this is known as Signed Supported 

English (hereafter SSE).  Furthermore, written communication in the local spoken 

language is commonplace and often expected (see Section 2.4.2 below).  Also, those 

with an element of hearing may use speech, or speech augmented by occasional 

simultaneous signs to add additional meaning (Grosjean, 2010). 

 

This competence of deaf people in both signed and spoken (written) languages has 

often been thought of as deaf bilingualism, by for example Grosjean (1992).  

However, the notion of bilingualism is now considered outdated, as it emphasises 

fixed boundaries between named languages rather than recognising individuals’ 

flexibility and fluidity of practice in interactions (Otheguy, García and Reid, 2015).  

Kusters et al. (2017) prefer the notion of ‘translanguaging’, a more flexible practice in 

which individuals not only draw on competence in two or more languages, but also 

use a wide range of other semiotic repertoires to facilitate communication:  “image, 

text, gesture, gaze, facial expression, speech, posture, objects and the environment” 

(11) all feature. Kusters et al. (2017) argue that deaf people are generally better at 

multilingual, multimodal communication because of the “fluidity and transformative 

quality of signs/gestures” (6), and because they are more likely to be multilingual:  

deaf children of hearing parents are likely to know at least one written language to 

some extent, and the transnational nature of the deaf community is such that many 

deaf people know two or more signed languages.  (I return to the subject of 

translanguaging by deaf people when I consider linguistic capital in the hearing field 

in Section 2.4.2 below.) 

 

Proficiency in signed languages has been accorded a high level of linguistic capital 

since before Padden and Humphries (1988) described deaf as a cultural linguistic 

minority.  This capital is, however, field specific, and confers no status outside the 

deaf field.  More recently, however, other symbolic capital has been identified 

specifically because it is transferable outside the deaf field without losing its value, 

and it is to this topic that I turn next, in my discussion of the concept of Deaf Gain.	

	

2.2.3 Transferable capital from the deaf field 

Deaf Studies has been described as an attempt to valorise rather than critique ideas of 

deaf culture (Bechter, 2008).  A recent turn in this valorisation has been the 
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introduction by Bauman and Murray (2014) of the concept of ‘Deaf Gain’.  Adopting 

an inter-disciplinary approach, these authors counter the notion of ‘hearing loss’ by 

seeking to identify how a visual orientation to the world might be valuable or 

instructive to wider (hearing) society (Bechter, 2008):  what is the potential symbolic 

capital attached to the various deaf ways of being when transferred to the hearing 

field?  It should be remembered, however, that Bourdieu considers capital as field-

specific, and the notion of Deaf Gain only suggests the potential of transferability.  In 

reality, the power inequality between deaf and hearing fields (see Section 2.5) might 

explain why wider (hearing) society does not endorse, indeed is largely unaware of the 

concept of Deaf Gain, and the different elements of it discussed here are not (yet) 

endowed with capital in the hearing field. 

 

The starting points for understanding Deaf Gain are firstly that the use of signed 

languages makes a conspicuous contribution to linguistic diversity; and secondly that 

deaf people are constant contributors to biodiversity:  genes for deafness have 

persisted through millennia and in at least one case provide additional biological 

benefits such as accelerated wound healing (Bauman and Murray, 2014: xx).  If being 

deaf has such obvious symbolic capital, perhaps there are other more opaque benefits 

that might be usefully shared, encouraging hearing people to learn from difference 

rather than attempting to normalise it. 

 

Three varieties of Deaf Gain are proposed.  First are the social, psychological and 

cognitive benefits of being deaf that accrue symbolic capital:  visual attentiveness 

(Bryan and Emery, 2014; Dye, 2014), enhanced and prolonged eye contact (Bahan, 

2008), increased tactility (Napoli, 2014), acute visuo-spatial aptitudes (Bahan, 2014) 

and reduced auditory distraction (Morton, 2014). 

 

Secondly, Deaf Gain is presented as a contribution to society generally.  For example, 

the recognition of signed languages led both to advances in linguistics (Calton, 2014) 

and to a re-mapping of the human brain:  the neural centre previously thought of as the 

auditory centre is now understood as a language centre (Sacks, 1991; Petitto, 2014), 

and other neurological centres that are triggered predominantly through the visual 

channel, including the Mirror Neuron System, have been linked to language 

development. (Rizzolatti and Arbib, 1998; Hurford, 2002; Corina and Knapp, 2006; 

Fogassi and Ferrari, 2007; Corballis, 2010).  



   

 

Page 32 

Thirdly, Deaf Gain is presented as deaf people taking the lead for society, using their 

symbolic capital for the greater good.  Edison was deaf, as were other significant 

scientists involved in developing TV and the Internet (Zaurov, 2014).  Furthermore, 

Deaf Gain can positively influence, amongst other things, architecture, through a 

visual understanding of the use of space (Bauman, 2014); literary expression, through 

embodied texts creating clear visual images in poetry (Sutton-Spence, 2014); and the 

visual culture of new media technology (Armstrong, 2014). 

 

Two specific instances of Deaf Gain are relevant to this thesis.  Firstly, the 

predisposition of deaf people to collectivist organisation, as described above in Section 

2.3.1, is fundamental to the process of creative collaboration that underpins the 

methods of Applied Theatre (see Section 3.4.1).  Secondly, just as deaf people are 

predisposed to contribute to film-making through the similarity of signed and film 

languages (Sanchez, 2017), their everyday use of a visuo-spatial language might 

predispose them to effective working in theatre, itself a visuo-spatial medium.  The 

importance of visual story telling as a deaf practice further suggests that this might be 

an instance of Deaf Gain relevant to this thesis. 

 

Having thus far considered deaf habitus and capital, I now turn to consider the 

institutions and individuals found in deaf-space, the social space created by the 

conditions of the deaf field. 

 

2.2.4 Deaf-space and the deaf field  

The concept of ‘deaf-space’ as the social space created when a group of deaf 

individuals come together is well documented in the literature, by for example 

Gulliver (2009) with his history of deaf-space in 18th and 19th century France, 

Valentine and Skelton (2008) on the development of deaf-space online, and more 

recently Kusters with her descriptions of deaf-space on Mumbai trains (Kusters, 

2017b) and in the mixed deaf and hearing signing communities in Adamorobe in 

Ghana (Kusters, 2015).  From the US perspective, Lane, Hoffmeister and Bahan 

(1996) use the synonymous term ‘DEAF-WORLD’ to describe the separate social 

space created by deaf people.  Following Bourdieu, who considers field as a tool for 

analysing a particular social space, I suggest that deaf field offers a theoretical 

extension to the concept of deaf-space by offering heuristic tools to support an 

explanation of the social practices found within it (although as I explain later in this 
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section, the notion of deaf-field is also applicable beyond the geographical limitations 

of deaf-space and embraces people who are not always understood to be part of the 

deaf community).  In this section, I first consider the range of institutions that are 

found in deaf-space and thus contribute to structuring the deaf field, before 

considering the range and fluidity of identities that are performed within the field. 

 

Historically, most deaf people would experience deaf-space in separate deaf schools, 

and in later life as members of deaf clubs (Ladd, 2003; Padden and Humphries, 2005).  

Activities in deaf clubs (sports, arts, adult education, political activism etc.) are 

broadly similar to hearing social activities, but conducted in a signed language.  In the 

21st century, however, deaf schools and clubs are in decline.  Deaf clubs, historically 

similar to working men’s clubs, have suffered as a result of global economic change 

and the rise of a deaf middle class with a more independent lifestyle (Padden, 2008).  

Technology has also been blamed, although Padden disputes this.  Whether digital 

communication can be implicated or not, video messaging and social media have 

changed the way that deaf people can engage with each other (Valentine and Skelton, 

2008) and a virtual deaf-space has been established (Murray, 2008).  (I discuss 

changes in deaf education in Section 2.5.2). 

 

The nature of the individuals recognised as structuring the deaf field is also changing.  

The early Padden and Humphries (1988) model of deaf identity created a binary 

opposition of culture and audiological status that has been increasingly problematised 

due to its essentialism (Brueggemann, 2009) and exclusivity.   For example, Davis 

(2008) suggests that traditional models of deaf culture include hearing children of deaf 

adults (CODAs) who use a signed language, whereas hard-of-hearing people and deaf 

people who do not use a signed language have typically been excluded and given 

lower status (Murray, 2017), a situation which has potential for causing division 

within the community (Heuer, 2007).  Furthermore, the Padden and Humphries (1988) 

model describes only white deaf people in the US; indeed, much of the cultural work 

of Deaf Studies has been carried out in North America.  As a result prevailing 

concepts of deaf identity are driven by ideas from the global North (Friedner, 2017; 

Moriarty Harrelson, 2017), with an ontological and epistemological focus on deaf 

people who use American Sign Language (hereafter ASL) (Fernandes and Myers, 

2010).  These concepts “do not allow for […] uncertainty, or for complexity, in that 

they are monolithic and prescriptive” (Friedner, 2017: 144).  Instead, they define a 
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cultural linguistic minority that risks being “parochial, oppressive and unbending” 

(Davis, 2008: 324). 

 

Other writers such as Valentine and Skelton (2007) and West (2012) aim to consider a 

wider range of cultural and audiological statuses in their work.  This is also my 

intention, and my reason for adopting the lens of field theory to conceptualise a deaf 

field that embraces any individual who self-identifies as deaf, no matter their 

audiological status or the linguistic identity they choose to perform.  In Bourdieusian 

terms, this self-identification follows only from having acquired a deaf habitus, either 

from parents, in education, or when encountering the deaf community for the first time 

in later life.  The acquisition of deaf habitus gives individuals the predisposition to 

behave in a manner that matches the doxa of the deaf field, and thus to become part of 

that field.  Importantly, in sociological terms this is not a deliberate process.  One 

cannot choose the habitus one acquires and hence cannot pre-determine the field(s) of 

which one is a part.  Deaf people who do not often enter deaf-space or meet other deaf 

people may still be part of, that is to say may still be influenced by the doxa of, the 

deaf field, if they have a deaf habitus.  Similarly deaf people who are excluded from 

the deaf community by those who subscribe to the more restrictive models outlined in 

the previous paragraph, can still be considered as within the deaf field and influenced 

by its doxa if they have a deaf habitus.  Consequently we can understand that the 

concept of deaf field is not limited in its application to what has historically been 

understood as deaf-space or the deaf community.  Rather its focus on hierarchies 

means that it is a useful tool for explaining the practices and interactions of all people 

with a deaf habitus, including those who are considered outside the deaf community 

either through their own choice or following the actions of others who relationally 

occupy higher positions within the deaf field. 

 

Defining membership of the deaf field by the acquisition of deaf habitus allows for a 

wide range of audiological statuses to be represented. Individuals may be profoundly 

deaf (including deaf-blind people), deafened after acquiring spoken language, hard-of-

hearing, and even fully hearing members of deaf families.  Additionally, within these 

categories, individuals may have technological support, such as hearing aids or 

cochlear implants, to enhance their audiological function.  Linguistically, the deaf field 

also contains a variety of competences.  A range of signed (and gestural) languages 

has been identified, from ‘full’ BSL, through hybrid languages such as SSE, to visual 



   

 

Page 35 

communication using only mime and iconic gesture.  Additionally, most deaf people 

have some competence in their local spoken/written languages, and are proficient at 

translanguaging (see Section 2.3.2).  Competence in the latter itself contributes to a 

fluidity of identity: “People cannot be straightforwardly associated with particular 

(national, ethnic and socio-cultural) groups and identities; their meaning-making 

practices cannot be assumed to ‘belong’ to particular (sub) cultures through specific 

languages” (Kusters et al., 2017: 221). 

 

Bourdieu chooses to mark the layered nature of each of his concepts within field 

theory by italicising them, a constant reminder that his use of the terms is nuanced and 

offers a sociological understanding of the world.  I choose to follow this convention by 

italicising the term ‘deaf’, marking my understanding of it as a Bourdieusian 

sociological concept that moves beyond earlier more restrictive notions of the deaf 

community or deaf identity, and includes not only the ideas expressed throughout this 

section, but also an understanding that the doxa of the deaf field creates hierarchies 

that influence the behaviour of deaf individuals. Similarly I italicise the term ‘hearing’ 

as a concept that embraces the features of hearing field and habitus (that I explore in 

the following section), together with an understanding of the hierarchical relations 

with that field.  This sociological approach has particular relevance when it comes to 

hierarchies in interactions between deaf and hearing individuals (as I explain in 

Section 2.5) and provides a useful heuristic tool for explaining the behaviour of 

participants within this project (see in particular Section 8.1.4). 

 

2.3   The hearing field 

Thus far in this chapter I have conceptualised a deaf field, the conditions of which 

determine the practice of individuals in deaf-space.  As deaf-space is understood as 

separate and distinct from other social spaces, we can assume that beyond the 

boundaries of the deaf field is another field that is not-deaf.  Padden and Humphries 

(1988) mark this other space as hearing, and the methods of this thesis uphold this 

binary opposition of deaf and hearing (somewhat problematically, as I discuss at the 

end of this chapter and further in Chapter 9).   Having conceptualised a deaf field, 

then, I now conceptualise a notional hearing field, first introducing ideas concerning 

hearing habitus and consequent practice, and linguistic capital in the hearing field.	
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2.3.1 Hearing habitus and social practice 

Following Bourdieu’s theory, hearing children acquire primary habitus from their 

hearing parents, and this is augmented when they attend hearing schools.  The hearing 

aspects of habitus, and the practices that they predispose hearing individuals to 

perform, however, are little covered in the literature, presumably reflecting the status 

of hearing people as the dominant majority within society, perceived as the ‘norm’.  

What literature does exist focuses on audiological issues.   

	

Where there are references to hearing cultural practices, like those given by Padden 

and Humphries (1988), they are described in terms of being not-deaf:  hearing as 

Other for deaf writers trying to understand and critique the hearing field from an 

outsider perspective.  A provocative position, taken by Bauman and Murray (2014) in 

their consideration of Deaf Gain, holds that hearing is nothing less than the loss of 

deaf ways of being, describing typical (white American) hearing traits such as 

monolingualism, discomfort with eye contact and restricted use of body language as 

non-deaf.  Here, however, it will suffice to focus on two inextricably linked features of 

hearing habitus and consequent practice:  phonocentrism, and an auditory orientation 

to the world. 

 

Phonocentrism is the ability and choice to use a spoken language.  Historically,  

 

humans have identified ourselves as the speaking animal; if one cannot speak, 

then he or she is akin to human in body but animal in mind. In this orientation, 

we see ourselves as becoming human through speech. 

(Bauman, 2004: 242) 

 

Phonocentrism has additional implications.  The sounds made by spoken language can 

be represented symbolically as text, indeed the existence of a written mode is often 

used to give a language legitimacy (McCoullogh, 2000).  Hence, the first language 

choices of hearing individuals are often bimodal: spoken and written.  Many argue 

that other modes of communication are widely used, such as gesture and image (Kress 

and Van Leeuwen, 2001; Kress, 2009), but this often goes unrecognised.  The hearing 

field, in the dominant northern/western context, is widely accepted as being 

predominantly phonocentric and graphocentric. 
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Secondly, in contrast to the visual nature of deaf people, hearing people have an 

auditory orientation to the world:  in the hearing field “sound has an important and 

active role to play in the organisation of social, economic and political spaces” 

(Loeffler, 2014: 440).  Information is typically disseminated in the public and private 

spheres through aural channels (Baynton, 2008), be it spoken announcements, radio 

news bulletins, or smoke detectors, doorbells and alarm clocks.  On receiving this 

aural information, hearing people make the mistake of thinking we hear things rather 

than sounds (Haualand, 2008):  in reality, though, we do not hear the alarm clock, 

rather a repeated high-pitched beep that we instinctively interpret as the alarm clock.  

Haualand goes on to suggest that this interpretive process also operates with spoken 

languages:  we perceive the sound of speech simultaneously with understanding the 

message.  For her, it is the construction of meaning from hearing similar sounds within 

a community that leads to the social interaction that underpins the development of the 

hearing field, although her position neglects other meaning-making modes that are 

available to hearing people with reasonable visual acuity. 

 

This last observation makes an important point concerning the relative roles of socially 

influenced habitus and physiological factors in determining hearing practice.  As 

already described above, the audiological status of many deaf people necessitates their 

adoption of a visual-orientation to the world.  Physiologically, access to the auditory 

channel is limited, and there is “higher/more reliance on visual input” (O’Brien and 

Emery, 2014: 33).  In this case, Bourdieu’s understanding of habitus is limited by 

biology.  This is not, however, the case for (sighted) hearing people.  Physiologically 

they have the choice to use visual and/or auditory channels for engaging with the 

world, but hearing habitus predisposes them to prioritise the auditory channel, 

especially in the context of language use.	

 

2.3.2 Linguistic capital in the hearing field 

Given the phonocentrism of hearing habitus, it is unsurprising that spoken languages 

accrue high levels of linguistic capital in the hearing field.  Possession of this 

linguistic capital provides access to every sphere of public activity in the hearing field, 

from the mundanities of everyday life, to the aesthetic experiences of art and culture.  

Furthermore, spoken languages dominate political, social and cultural discourse:  

indeed (hearing) citizenship models have been described by deaf writers as 
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unnecessarily phonocentric (Emery, 2009), influencing policy to maintain hearing 

hegemony (Corker, 1998).  As with signed languages in the deaf field, the result is the 

creation of a linguistic boundary marker (Armstrong, 1999) between the hearing Us 

and the non-speaking Them. 

 

The notion of ‘phonocentrism-as-natural-state’ is a central plank of hearing doxa.  A 

number of what Sidanius and Pratto (1999) call ‘legitimising myths’ have been used to 

underpin this ideology.  In Christian countries of the early 17th century, it was believed 

that only through speech could God's appointed call people towards religion and 

civilisation, and so to be fully human was to hear and thus to speak (Nelson, 2014: 

184).  Increased knowledge of evolution and genetics in the 19th century led to the 

view that deaf people who used signed languages were ‘abnormal’, inheriting inferior 

characteristics from their forebears (Bauman and Murray, 2014: xvi).  In the early 20th 

century, de Saussure’s work in linguistics (1916/2011) focussed on arbitrary auditory 

signifiers and linear grammatical structures, both of which implicitly exclude signed 

languages (Bauman, 2004).  Until as recently as 1996, the US Modern Language 

Association listed ASL alongside Klingon as an 'invented' language (Calton, 2014), 

and many American colleges and universities do not allow ASL as second language 

study (ibid.).   

 

When entering hearing-space, many deaf people have low levels of linguistic capital 

and adapt to this by drawing on all the communicative resources available to them.  As 

discussed in Section 2.3.2, the technique used is described by Kusters et al. (2017) as 

translanguaging, which she explores in the context of customer interactions between 

signing-deaf and speaking-hearing people in Mumbai (Kusters, 2017a).   Although 

translanguaging facilitates communication between deaf and hearing people, 

anecdotally hearing people are more likely to expect deaf people to adapt to hearing 

phonocentrism, and deaf people seem to accept this responsibility. 

 

Exceptions are so-called ‘shared signing communities’ (Kusters, 2014), such as that 

found until the end of the 19th century in Martha’s Vineyard, an island off the coast of 

Massachusetts (Groce, 1985), and in the 21st century in a number locations, for 

example Adamorobe in Ghana (Kusters, 2015).  In these communities there is a 

relatively high incidence of genetic deafness, the increased visibility of deaf people 

gives signed languages higher linguistic capital, and the majority of community 
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members, deaf and hearing, develop some degree of competence in the local signed 

language.  Similar ‘signing environments’ are also described in education and 

psychiatric services for deaf people, where there may be a higher than typical number 

of deaf people represented, even though hearing people remain in the majority.  

Young, Ackerman and Kyle (2000) discuss different settings in which hearing 

professionals undertake to learn a signed language to use in formal and informal 

communication with their deaf colleagues.  Deaf participants in their study report 

feeling valued and respected and a rise in self-confidence; and the shared use of signed 

language allows the development of social relationships between deaf and hearing 

peers.	

	

It should be noted that the symbolic capital assigned generally to signed languages in 

the hearing field has been improving since the mid-20th century (Petitto, 2014).    

Following early work by Stokoe (1960) in the US, Brennan (1975) in the UK and 

others elsewhere, linguists now accept that signed and spoken languages share the 

same properties, differing only in their modality (Meier, Cormier and Quinto-Pozos, 

2002).  Furthermore, research in cognitive neuroscience has demonstrated that signed 

and spoken languages are processed in the same neural centre (Sacks, 1991), and that 

there is a commonality of acquisition milestones across all languages irrespective of 

their mode (Petitto, 2014). The ideological position that gesture is purely 

paralinguistic is also refuted and gesture is now recognised both as a fundamental part 

of spoken language (Streeck, 1993; Streeck, 1994; McNeill, 2005), and as sharing 

features with elements of signed languages (Kusters and Sahasrabudhe, 2018).  

Furthermore, the discovery of the Mirror Neuron System by neuroscientists has led to 

a re-evaluation of language evolution with the proposal that gesture was the original 

form of communication, spoken language only added later (Rizzolatti and Arbib, 

1998; Kohler et al., 2002; Fogassi and Ferrari, 2007; Corballis, 2010). 

 

Additionally, several European countries have recently granted official recognition to 

their national sign language, most recently Malta (Republic of Malta, 2017), and the 

rights of users of signed languages are constitutionally guaranteed in a number of 

countries including Finland and Portugal (Aquiline, 2003).  Recognition was granted 

to British Sign Language (BSL) in Scotland through the passing of the BSL (Scotland) 

Act 2015, following which key public bodies are expected to promote the use and 

understanding of BSL (National Archives, 2015).  As BSL is a ‘contested language’ 
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(Woll, Sutton-Spence and Elton, 2001), this granting of official status does more than 

apportion greater linguistic capital to BSL.  It also implies recognition of deaf culture 

within the nation state (Nic Craith, 2000) by the institutions of the hearing field.  

Unsurprisingly, there has been a palpable growth in confidence of the Scottish deaf 

community since 2015. 

 

Signed languages are also being accorded greater symbolic capital by wider hearing 

society.  In the UK, baby-signing classes are commonplace.  Signed language is 

increasingly visible on television, as in-vision interpreting of news programmes, in 

children’s programmes such as Magic Hands, and in occasional episodes of popular 

series such as Doctor Who (in 2015).  Anecdotally, hearing audiences admire the BSL 

they see performed by theatre interpreters, despite their lack of understanding.  

Furthermore, (hearing) theatre directors are beginning to work with deaf actors; for 

example, at the time of writing Nadia Nadarajah has been made a member of the 

ensemble at the Globe Theatre in London, and Charlotte Arrowsmith is appearing as 

the first deaf actor to be cast in a main-stage production at the Royal Shakespeare 

Company. 

 

2.3.3 Hearing-space and the hearing field 

As already stated, drawing on the literature to define hearing-space is difficult.  For 

deaf writers, hearing-space is all things non-deaf.  For hearing people, however, 

hearing-space is “the unquestioned norm” (Krentz, 2014: 422):  the hearing field is 

misrecognised as being co-terminous with the entire field of power.  This is reflected 

in an academy dominated by hearing people (Stapleton, 2015):  hearing is normalised 

to such an extent that there is no sense that it requires further definition beyond the 

audiological, and Hearing Studies is not recognised as a discipline within Cultural 

Studies. 

 

When we consider institutions in the hearing field, then, the assumption by hearing 

people is that dominant hearing institutions are in fact universal (in the deaf/hearing 

context).  This produces any number of marked hierarchies.  Take, for example, the 

Olympics.  This quadrennial event is considered the norm or default, but is in fact a 

hearing institution.  Other versions are marked to differentiate them within the 

category ‘Olympics’, for example the Deaflympics (or equally marked, the 

Paralympics).  Similarly the category ‘theatre’, when unmarked, signifies hearing, 
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monolingual, spoken language theatre as an institution within the hearing field.  Other 

versions of ‘theatre’ are assumed to be signified by that single word, but are 

specifically marked when differentiation is required:  for example deaf theatre, 

bilingual theatre, or visual theatre (that is theatre without dialogue).  Furthermore, 

‘schools’ are hearing schools within the hearing field; deaf schools are marked as 

different.  Arguably, even national institutions that seem to be intended to exist in both 

deaf and hearing fields might more appropriately be acknowledged as only hearing.  I 

recently told a deaf friend that I had been teaching part of a ‘deaf politics’ module.  

His response was to question the idea of politics as deaf.  Pointing out that there are 

almost no deaf people active in local or national government, he views the UK 

political system as an entirely hearing institution.	

 

Turning to individuals, being part of the hearing field follows from the acquisition of a 

hearing habitus.  Anecdotally I note that, in common with the deaf field, this means 

that the hearing field can encompass a range of social markers of audio-linguistic 

identity.  Of relevance to this thesis, linguistic repertoires are varied, with a range of 

monolingual and multilingual competences exhibited.  Similarly, hearing people do 

not demonstrate a uniform audiological status.  Older people who become hard of 

hearing, those with tinnitus, and autistic individuals who are under- or over-sensitive 

to auditory input all sit alongside those with typical audiological function within the 

range of practices seen within the hearing field.  What they have in common is a 

hearing habitus.	

	

2.4 Deaf, hearing and the field of power  

 

This chapter now turns away from the internal structures of the deaf and hearing 

fields, to focus on the relations between them.  A number of positions have been 

postulated.  The separateness of deaf-space suggests a potential definition of deaf as a 

subculture within a national culture, especially as the boundaries between deaf and 

hearing fields can often seem blurred.  However, the notion of equating culture to 

nation is dubious when countries often host multiple cultures (Baynton, 2008).   

Instead, Turner (1994) suggests the term ‘micro-culture’, separate but existing within a 

larger and different cultural world.  The notion of a field within a field is, however, 

difficult to conceptualise sociologically.  More useful for this thesis is the notion of 

‘biculturality’ (Padden and Humphries, 1988):  deaf people have their own culture and 
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at the same time are “acculturated to, but not assimilated in, larger society” (Murray, 

2008: 102).  Although the notion of biculturality reinforces the problematic deaf-

hearing binary (see Section 2.3.4), and is too restrictive to embrace the 

multiculturality of many deaf and hearing people, it does align with my 

conceptualisation of deaf and hearing fields as distinct spaces within the field of 

power.  Deaf people tend to move between and adopt positions in both fields, and hold 

different amounts of symbolic capital in each:  this is their biculturality. 

 

In contrast, very few hearing people adopt positions in the deaf field.  Those who do 

tend to have earned linguistic capital by acquiring or learning a signed language.  The 

majority of these are either hearing children of deaf parents (who might anyway have 

a primary or familial habitus that is more deaf than hearing), or interpreters between 

signed and spoken languages, whose profession sites them both between and within 

deaf and hearing fields.  Other hearing people in the deaf field are rare.  My own 

experience as a fluent user of BSL is to have my acquisition of linguistic capital 

questioned when I meet deaf people for the first time.  “Do I have deaf family?”  No.  

“So are you training to be an interpreter?”  No.  “So why do you know BSL?”  My 

assumption is that deaf people do not expect hearing people to place themselves in the 

deaf field unless they have a specific reason for doing so. 

 

I suggest that deaf people adopting such a stance reflects the dominant position of the 

hearing field in relation to the deaf field within the field of power.  From this dominant 

position, the doxa of the hearing field includes an understanding of deaf practice that 

is not only at odds with deaf habitus, but often seeks to destroy it rather than to engage 

with it on its own terms.   As this symbolic violence results from an ideological 

position being subconsciously applied by the dominant hearing group, I follow 

Freire’s pedagogy (1968/1996 - see Section 4.1.1) in outlining the relations between 

the deaf and hearing fields from the perspective of deaf commentators, who describe 

the symbolic violence perpetrated against them as forms of oppression.	

	

2.4.1 Audism and linguistic ideologies 

I have already introduced the notion of phonocentrism-as-natural-state as part of the 

doxa of the hearing field.  It is repeatedly expressed in the literature  In 1957, 

Myklebust claimed that “manual sign language must be viewed as inferior to the 

verbal as a language” (241) and van Uden’s more recent, similar, claim (cited in 
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Young and Temple, 2014: 13) implicitly suggests that for him to be deaf, without 

speech, is to be sub-human.  There is even some evidence that, historically, some 

hearing people feared the growth of secure signing deaf communities, as they might 

pose a challenge to nation states, attempt to undermine existing language ideologies, 

and subsequently cause a collapse of the social order (Baynton, 1996).  Being doxa, 

such claims are typically accepted rather than argued for (Blankmeyer Burke, 2014), 

despite being based on arbitrary social constructs.  As Tabery reminds us, however, 

“hearing is no more natural than deafness; they are both found in nature” (2014: 33). 

 

The ideology on which the hearing doxa is based, and which maintains the relatively 

high symbolic capital accorded to spoken languages compared to signed languages, is 

‘audism’.  First coined by Humphries in 1975 in an unpublished conference paper, and 

subsequently developed by Bauman (2004), audism is “the notion that one is superior 

based on one's ability to hear or behave in the manner of one who hears” (Humphries, 

quoted by Bauman, 2004: 240).  Its expression is an example of Bourdieu’s rational 

pedagogy, in which the dominant culture is promoted (see Section 4.1.1), and is seen 

in such acts as stigmatising deaf people as unintelligent or disabled, devaluing signed 

languages, promoting spoken languages in education, medicalising deaf culture, or 

setting standards for behaviour based on the behaviour of hearing people (Bauman, 

2004; Gertz, 2008).  Much of this symbolic violence is not deliberate, but results from 

what Bauman argues is a “phonocentric blind spot” (2008b: 128).  Emery (2009) goes 

further, however, to suggest that at a societal level audism leads to a social contract 

between deaf and hearing people that reflects the hearing perspective and forces deaf 

people to become as culturally hearing as possible.  Turner (2006) represents this as 

‘institutional audism’:  the social systems of the hearing field operating to maintain 

hierarchies in which deaf is inferior to hearing (Bauman, 2004). 

 

Skuttnabb-Kangas (2014) describes audism as a type of linguicism, the use of 

language for the production and maintenance of power imbalances.  The notion of 

language ideology is relevant:  the “beliefs, feelings or conceptions about language 

structure and use which often index the political economic interests of individual 

speakers, ethnic and other interest groups, and nation states” (Kroskrity, 2010: 192).   

As such ideologies tend to be biased towards the dominant group, dominant languages 

can become ‘killer languages’, whose use is prioritised at the expense of other 

languages.  People are encouraged to shift to what they are told are more practical 
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languages, resulting in linguistic genocide (Skuttnabb-Kangas, 2014).  Accordingly, 

the symbolic capital afforded spoken languages might eventually lead to the 

eradication of signed languages. 

 

Audism is not only practiced by hearing people.  The audist doxa of the hearing field 

may be uncritically internalised by deaf people, to produce what Gertz (2008) calls 

‘dysconscious audism’.  This is often seen in the class structure of the deaf community 

(the middle classes tend more often to use voice alongside their signed language) and 

within the structures of institutions ‘for’ the deaf that often disable deaf people while 

claiming to support them (Lane, 1999; Bauman, 2004; Ladd, 2008).  Dysconscious 

audism is possibly a consequence of not feeling complete connection with the deaf 

field, or of living as deaf within the hearing field.   In these cases deaf people are 

typically aware of their own audism, but see it as unavoidable. 

 

Myers and Fernandes (2010) critique Bauman’s theoretical foundation for audism 

(2004) as being inappropriately dependent on two problematic ideas:  the re-visioning 

through a deaf lens of the ideas of Derrida on phonocentricity and of de Saussure on 

linguistics; and the false binary opposition between signing-deaf and speaking-hearing 

people.  Furthermore, the conceptualisation of audism includes not only a description 

of current power imbalances, but also an implicit call to reverse those imbalances, a 

situation that would turn deaf people into oppressors.  As I explore in Section 4.1.1, 

seeking such a complete reversal of existing hierarchies would be an unethical 

methodological position, at odds with the Freirean premise of this thesis. 

 

That notwithstanding, the qualified use of audism as a theoretical concept is a useful 

short-hand for the doxa that assumes the superiority of hearing people and ascribes 

value to hearing capital, particularly the linguistic capital of speech.   Its 

internalisation has led to repeated small acts of oppression (Bauman, 2004), symbolic 

and actual violence, against deaf people.  From the early 17th century, adults who had 

been born deaf and were without speech were given the status of children or even 

animals and denied full rights as citizens, legally treated as people who were not 

responsible for their own actions (Davis, 2008).  As a pioneer of the eugenics 

movement, Alexander Graham Bell pursued the idea of breeding deafness out of 

society by banning inter-marriage between deaf people (Davis, 2008).  During World 



   

 

Page 45 

War II, the deaf community in Germany was targeted as part of the Nazis’ ‘negative 

eugenics’ (extermination) programme. 

 

Modern impacts of audist doxa are situated in education, in health care, and in society 

at large. In denying the importance of signed languages to the deaf field, each of these 

loci of oppression presents an alternative model that challenges the exclusive deaf 

cultural model of Padden and Humphries (1988), and contributes to our current 

understanding of the diversity of deaf identities in the deaf field.  They are presented 

in turn in this section, followed by an exploration of the impact these have on deaf 

people’s claim to full citizenship. 

 

2.4.2 Oppression in education  

In the 18th century, the establishment of deaf schools facilitated the standardisation of 

signed languages (Davis, 2008) and the creation of deaf-space.  This development, 

initiated by hearing people, occurred despite the language ideologies already 

described, but did not survive the rise of the eugenics movement.  In 1880, at the 

Milan Congress on the education of deaf children, a group of predominantly hearing 

teachers of the deaf passed a motion to ban the use of signing in deaf schools (Lane, 

1989).  Their decision was influenced by Bell, who was an advocate of ‘oralism’, the 

central plank of his deaf eugenics movement.  Bell invented the telephone to support 

and promote the use of speech rather than signing by his deaf wife and mother-in-law 

(ibid.), and his policy of promoting “listening and spoken language outcomes” for deaf 

children and adults (Alexander Graham Bell Society, 2008) is still maintained by the 

American association which bears his name. 

 

The Milan decision represented a denial of deaf people’s primary means of 

communication and continues to have a profound impact on deaf communities.  In the 

UK, over 95% of deaf children are now educated using spoken language in 

mainstream schools (Ladd, 2003), a factor which contributes to the linguistic diversity 

of the deaf field.  Their parents are also encouraged not to use signed languages 

(Hauser and Kartheiser, 2014).  However, the domination of spoken language leads to 

poor educational achievement and under-representation in Further and Higher 

Education (Emery, 2009; O’Neill, Arendt and Marschark, 2014).  In the UK, evidence 

for the effectiveness of bilingual education for deaf children is mostly ignored.  

Instead deaf pupils are viewed as having special educational needs, a situation of 
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legally sanctioned discrimination (Bryan and Emery, 2014).  Garcia and Cole suggest 

that in this paradigm the role adopted by schools is not educational but rather one of 

cultural dominance, forcing “minorities into conforming to the ways of being, and of 

languaging, of the majority” (2014: 109).  The aim is nothing less than linguistic 

genocide (Filipović and Pütz, 2016). 

 

2.4.3 Oppression within health care 

Oralism in education was introduced as a tool for the normalisation of deaf children.  

Its 21st century audist equivalent is medical intervention (Bauman and Murray, 2014).  

The medical model of disability sees being deaf as an illness that reduces quality of 

life, and that compassionate medical professionals will seek to identify, manage and 

ideally cure in an attempt to restore the sufferer to a more ‘normal’ life (Miller, 

Vandome and McBrewster, 2010).  Routinely at the time of writing, hearing parents of 

deaf children are strongly advised by (hearing) doctors to have their children fitted 

with cochlear implants (CIs) so that they can start to hear and learn a spoken language 

(Sparrow, 2005).  As in education, signed languages are denied by hearing authority 

figures. 

 

Gerald E. Loeb, the self-described co-inventor of cochlear implantation, predicted in 

1993 the “extinction of the alternative culture of the deaf, probably within the decade” 

(Bauman and Murray, 2014: xvi).  Whilst full extinction has not yet been achieved, 

medical science is gradually reducing the numbers of deaf people in society (Johnston, 

2004), and the use of genetic manipulation already offers the potential for a wholesale 

‘cure’ of audiological deafness (Martini, Stephens and Read, 2007).  An ethical case 

for continuing to pursue such a eugenic approach is presented by Balkany, Hodges and 

Goodman, who describe deafness both as “the most disabling of disabilities” (1996: 

751) with significant financial implications for education and access, and as a problem 

within the disabled body that can be repaired medically.  This repair, however, rarely 

restores full audiological competence.  Whilst the quality of CIs continues to improve, 

in 1995 there was a consensus among ear surgeons and audiologists that they leave 

children with at least a severe hearing impairment (Osberger and Kessler, 1995), and 

Sparrow (2005) also questions the assumption that they restore full hearing.  At best, 

they add audiological diversity to the deaf field, but only provide the impression that 

deaf children can function within the hearing field, without necessarily restoring 

‘normal’ audiological function. 
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Given that an explicit aim of CIs is the eradication of the deaf field, it is unsurprising 

that they are not universally accepted in the deaf community.  Lane (2005) uses a 

conceptualisation of deaf ethnicity as a robust defence against CIs that encapsulates 

the tension between the cultural and medical models of deaf.  Sparrow (2005) uses two 

different models of culture (Kymlicka’s liberal model and Sandel’s communitarian 

model) to argue convincingly that CIs necessarily will lead to the disappearance of 

deaf culture, and questions the ethics of using public funding to support genocide by 

technology.  His theory is contradicted by practice, however.  No matter the benefits 

of CIs, deaf teenagers who use them often feel a sense of liberation and homecoming 

when finally meeting deaf peers and being allowed to use a signed language together 

(Padden and Humphries, 1988; Swanson, 1997; Ladd, 2003), a situation I witnessed 

many times while working as a youth worker in a deaf club. 

	

2.4.4 Oppression by society 

In Disability Studies, an attempt to supersede the medical model was made by 

Finkelstein and others in the 1980s, with the introduction of the social model of 

disability (Shakespeare, 2013).  In their model the focus is not on the impairment of 

the individual body, rather it emphasises the response of society to that impairment as 

the disabling force.  In the case of deaf people, this model can co-exist with the 

cultural model previously described:  they are a cultural group disabled by society 

(Young and Temple, 2014).  Baynton (2008) even suggests that the cultural model 

represents just one part of the more fully descriptive social model:  from a 

Bourdieusian perspective, the former describes only the deaf field, whereas the latter 

also accounts for the experience of deaf people in the hearing field.  (Note that here, in 

order to remain relevant to my research question, I am considering only what society 

considers the potentially disabling effects of reduced audiological function, and not 

any other additional disabilities that deaf people may have). 

 

Whereas the medical model can be applied specifically to deaf people, however, what 

Finkelstein introduced was a social model of disability, and within this model deaf 

people are necessarily regarded as impaired or disabled by their audiological status, 

rather than as a linguistic minority or cultural group. This is problematic for many deaf 

people:  the focus on the disabled body is overly resonant of the medical model of 

deafness, and the disabling actions of society project disability as a “product of 

oppression” (Baynton, 2008: 296).  Lane (2005) rejects the notion of deaf as disabled 
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because disability is a culturally specific social construct.  He asserts that they are not 

disabled within deaf-space, as here they can assert their own cultural linguistic identity 

(Young and Temple, 2014).  From a Bourdieusian perspective, the social model 

suggests that deaf people’s audiological status and language choices are only disabling 

within (and disabled by) the hearing field.   

 

2.4.5 The ongoing power imbalance between deaf and hearing people 

Despite the linguistic, neuroscientific and legal recognition of deaf practices, as 

outlined in Section 2.4.2, the impact of audist ideology continues to be felt:  the doxa 

of the hearing field will not change overnight.  The ongoing medicalisation of hearing 

loss and its implicit projection of impairment leads to the disenfranchisement of deaf 

people (Lewis and VanGilder, 2017).  Furthermore, there is a continuing decline in 

signed language education throughout the world.  This is not inevitable (Bauman and 

Murray, 2014), but is to be expected within the framework of normalising hearing 

language ideology, or as Ladd (2008) represents it, under the yoke of colonisation by 

hearing culture.  The result is deaf people’s material and immaterial poverty:  low 

self-confidence, underdeveloped sense of identity, poor literacy and low educational 

achievement, and consequent low employment levels and reduced access to 

democratic participation (Emery, 2009; Skuttnabb-Kangas, 2014). 

 

This paradigm raises questions about whether deaf people can ever achieve full and 

equal citizenship within a hearing society.  Citizenship is “the set of practices 

(juridical, political, economic and cultural) which define a person as a competent 

member of society, and which as a consequence shape the flow of resources to persons 

and social groups” (Turner, 1993: 2).  However, traditional constructions of 

citizenship are built on the ideologies of the dominant majority culture, including their 

language ideologies, and typically, users of minority languages do not have access to 

the same rights and benefits as the majority (Nic Craith, 2006).  Certainly, deaf people 

feel that in “all areas of civil and political and social citizenship… their experience of 

engaging in society is a far from positive experience”; and that “they are denied basic 

and fundamental rights” (Emery, 2009: 32).  The negotiation of citizenship is seen by 

deaf people as the struggle for signed language recognition, but while the achievement 

of citizenship is often promoted to encourage social inclusion (Lister, 2007), the 

practical reality is that citizenship in the hearing field does not equate with signed 
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language recognition, so here the notion of citizenship creates social exclusion 

(Kymlicka, 1995). 

 

This project questions, in a performance context, whether participants will maintain 

their acceptance of hearing doxa, or whether they will find ways to over-ride or 

bypass phonocentric and audist ideologies in the pursuit of social equality.  The latter 

is not inconceivable, and there are precedents where deaf people have not been denied 

their rights.  The best known is Martha’s Vineyard (introduced in Section 2.4.2), 

where diversity of language competence was not used as a pretext for symbolic 

violence (Groce, 1985).  The creation of such a shared signing community is not 

necessarily the solution, however.  Kusters (2014; 2015) describes one such in 

Adamorobe, Ghana where a shared deaf-and-hearing space is created, but this is far 

from utopian, and tensions between deaf and hearing people continue to be felt.  

Consequently, deaf people in that village still seek each other out to create their own 

separate deaf-space. 

 

2.5 Critiquing a Bourdieusian approach 

	

Throughout this chapter, I have followed O’Brien’s (2012) lead in conceptualising 

deaf identity and culture as a Bourdieusian field in which individuals have a distinct 

deaf habitus and accrue field-specific symbolic capital.  I have further conceptualised 

what lies outside that field as the hearing field.  This is potentially problematic.  The 

notion of a hearing field is transnational and numerically much larger than any of the 

national or institutional fields that Bourdieu himself worked with.  However, Bourdieu 

himself did not place quantitative limits on the use of his thinking tools, and I suggest 

that the concept of field cannot be limited to a maximum size, as long as the 

individuals within the field all accept the doxa of the field, and share an understanding 

of which elements of social practice are accorded symbolic capital.  That 

notwithstanding, my own data are concerned only with the UK subsets of both deaf 

and hearing fields, and as such there is a greater degree of specificity of habitus than 

would be the case if my participants were scattered throughout a transnational field.  

Furthermore, following the lead of O’Brien and Emery (2013) and their proposal for 

applying field theory to explain the specific experience of a limited set of people (in 

their case deaf researchers in hearing academia), throughout this thesis I limit my 
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application of the notions of deaf and hearing field, habitus and capital specifically as 

a tool to explain the behaviours of the participants in my study.	

 

Additionally, in defining deaf and hearing as distinct fields, I am contributing to a 

simplistic understanding of those concepts as binary opposites.  For methodological 

reasons the separation of deaf and hearing is pragmatically useful, but I recognise that 

in the real world, marking a fixed boundary between deaf and hearing practices is 

difficult.  I therefore understand each field as a fluid set of practices that gravitate 

around either a deaf or hearing centre, but also recognise that the boundaries of those 

fields are flexible, porous and contested. 

 

The use of field theory is potentially problematic also because Bourdieu does not 

conceptualise the potential destruction of fields.  Whilst his aim is to identify and 

challenge power inequality, he does not provide a theoretical model of what might 

exist if hierarchy or antagonistic struggle are removed.  Individuals can over-ride their 

own habitus (Swartz, 1997) but for Bourdieu any change can be only minimal and/or 

temporary (1977a).  In an assertive critique, Rancière (2003) suggests that this makes 

sociology explanatory but ineffectual, giving the dominated the right to accept their 

habitus “without guilt or suffering” (180), but providing no path towards liberation.  

For the latter, I turn to the pedagogy of Freire (1996) in my methodology, and his 

pursuit of social equality, but this offers the potential of a paradigm that is indefinable 

in Bourdieusian terms.  Accordingly, it seems that field theory is useful as a socio-

analytical tool, but only where there is inequality.  Where hierarchies are removed, my 

analysis demands a different concept, a subject to which I return in Chapter 8. 

 

To conclude, this chapter presents an exploration of deaf and hearing practices 

through a Bourdieusian lens, together with an explanation of prevailing power 

inequalities between deaf and hearing fields and the consequent oppression that those 

inequalities create.  Having considered these dimensions of my theoretical frame, I 

continue in the next chapter by discussing those theoretical dimensions of this thesis 

that are drawn from Performance Studies, namely cross-cultural and bilingual theatre, 

Audience Studies, Applied Theatre and the concept of transformativity.	
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Chapter 3:  Performance 
 

This chapter begins by exploring different concepts of performance that inform this 

thesis, before considering relevant theory related to Schechner’s (2006) three elements 

of performance:  proto-performance, performance (or theatrical product) and aftermath 

(or audience response).  Firstly, I turn to theatrical product, and consider the literature 

related to materiality of performance, typologies of cross-cultural theatre, and types of 

bilingual and heteroglossic theatre, including performance by and for deaf people.  

The theory here underpins the analysis of the theatrical product created in this project, 

my core data, which I present in Chapter 5.  Secondly, I explore audience-related 

theory relevant to my analysis of the metadata of the audience response to that 

product, as presented in Chapter 6.  Thirdly, I consider the proto-performance 

processes of Applied Theatre (AT) and devised theatre, which underpin the methods 

of this project and inform Chapter 7, in which I analyse the creative processes of my 

actors.  From here I turn to the notion of transformativity, and its centrality to 

conceptualisations of performance and to AT in particular.  I use the notion of 

transformativity to underpin the discussion of the findings that relate to the actors’ 

creative process, in Chapter 8.  Finally, I consider the relevance of Bourdieu’s field 

theory to Performance Studies, and explore precedents for adopting a Bourdieusian 

approach to the analysis of AT projects.   

 

3.1 Concepts of performance 

 

Performance Studies “takes performance as an organising concept for the study of a 

wide range of behaviour” (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2016: 25).  The concept of 

performance, however, is itself contested (Strine, Long and Hopkins, 1990).  For Bial 

and Brady (2016: 1) it is undefinable, uncertain and complex, most usefully 

considered as a fluid inter-discipline (Conquergood, 1995), building from many other 

academic fields but sitting on the margin of them all (Bial, 2005: 14).  It is an attempt 

to abolish the theory-practice binary opposition by positioning text and embodied 

performance in a horizontal relationship, embracing at the same time both written 

scholarship and a phenomenological analysis of performance (Conquergood, 2002). 

 

In offering a range of definitions, embracing not only the ideas of playing identity and 

playing the game but also notions of performance as general capability, professional 
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achievement or sexual prowess, Carlson (2018) recognises the challenge of trying to 

create a single all-encompassing meta-theory for performance.  This position is also 

held by Schechner (1985), on the grounds that all participation in performance must be 

subjective, hence the constructivist ontological position taken by early Performance 

Studies scholars.  Here I introduce three concepts of performance, each of which has 

elements that are useful to support an understanding of the performances within this 

research project. 

 

3.1.1 Schechner and the Anglo-American perspective 

The concept of performance embraced by Schechner, based in New York, embraces 

all the performing arts and recognises that Anglo-American theatre is only a small part 

of a much wider interdisciplinary and intercultural field (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2016).  

Central to the model is a rejection of the hegemony of the written text, the dominance 

of which Williams (1983) suggests acts as an instrument of control of oppressed 

groups.  In performance, it is the physical manifestation of the text that creates 

efficacy, not the script itself (Schechner, 2003).  

  

Schechner defines all performance as “ritualised behaviour conditioned and/or 

permeated by play” (2006: 52).  Influenced by the anthropologist Victor Turner’s 

work on ritual and social drama (1982), and using his own anthropological 

examinations of ritual and performance in different cultural settings, he situates the 

performing arts on a continuum with animal rituals, everyday life performances, play, 

sport, theatre, ceremonies and rites (Schechner, 2003: 7).  It is the ritual element of 

performance that gives it its transformative potential (Schechner, 1985: 150), a subject 

to which I return in the final section of this chapter. 

 

In Schechner’s concept of performance, the formality of ritual is countered by play.   

He views play as unstructured, behaviourally liberal and tolerant of transgression 

(Schechner, 2006).  It is Turner’s (1983) ‘joker in the deck’, a contemporary Lord of 

Misrule that complements ritual by offering a subversive approach to social order 

(Bakhtin, 1965; Handelman, 1977).  Play is fundamental to exploration and learning 

(Kaprow, 1997), and although often framed as fun, the play with the greatest pay-off is 

characterised by physical or emotional risk (Schechner, 1985; Schechner, 2006).  Play 

is often structured as games, and when a game is played for somebody, it transforms 
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into a new game played together by actors and spectators (Gadamer, 1979):  hence 

Schechner’s understanding of play as an essential element of performance. 

 

Along with his colleagues in New York, Schechner has achieved dominance in the 

field of Performance Studies, but his work is not without its detractors.  In part, this 

seems personal.  Knowles’ (2010) description of Schechner and Turner as 

“charismatic white men” implicitly suggests that the dominance of Schechner’s views 

is the result as much of personality and privilege as it is of persuasive theorising.  

Furthermore, Worthen (1995) notes that Schechner’s provocative proposal for a 

paradigm shift from Theatre Studies to Performance Studies (Schechner, 1988), and 

his sounding the death knell for proscenium arch theatre (Schechner, 2003), were 

concerned more with his own power than with ‘truth’ or ‘method’. 

 

Other critiques are more theoretically based.  Schechner’s inherently anti-text stance is 

criticised as too narrow to illuminate the relationship between text and performance 

(Worthen, 1998), ignores the historical interdependence of written text and orality 

(Roach, 1996), and fails to acknowledge the paradox that dramatic literature is itself 

performative and cannot meaningfully be placed in opposition to performance (Roach, 

2010).  The notion of performance as ritual is also problematic. Rozik (2002) and 

Sutton-Smith (1997) both argue against any co-terminous relationship between the 

two, Rozik placing them in binary opposition, Sutton-Smith situating performance 

within the larger field of play.  Furthermore, McConachie (2011) draws on 

evolutionary continuity theory, anthropology, neuroscience and cognitive psychology 

to argue convincingly that as a species we first learned to play, then to perform (to 

play for others), and only then to conduct rituals (to play for the gods). 

 

The relevance of Schechner’s concept of performance to this thesis is threefold.  

Firstly, his description of the three elements of proto-performance, performance and 

aftermath (Schechner, 2006), provides a useful structure for the presentation of my 

findings in three separate chapters (5, 6 and 7).  Secondly, while his essentially anti-

text stance is not appropriate for the analysis of the often bilingual theatrical product 

created in this project, his ideas of ritual and play are useful in analysing elements of 

the proto-performance.  Thirdly, his theorising on the role of ritual in performance 

contributes to an understanding of transformativity (to which I return later in this 

chapter) that has relevance to answering this project’s research questions. 



   

 

Page 54 

3.1.2 Fischer-Lichte and an aesthetics of performativity 

A second concept of performance offers useful analytical tools for this thesis: Fischer-

Lichte’s (2014) aesthetics of performativity.  In contrast with Schechner’s use of 

external practices in an attempt to redefine theatre as performance, Fisher-Lichte’s 

theory is derived from study of theatrical performance.  Indeed, her early work (1992) 

is a semiotics of German theatre, similar to the earlier English-language work of Elam 

(1980), in which she defines theatre as a closed cultural system with its own complete 

system of signs.  This work is, however, focused entirely on the processes of 

production, and it is only later (Fischer-Lichte, 2008; 2014) that she develops a 

concept of performance that connects production and reception processes. 

 

For Fischer-Lichte (2014), a performance is an event consisting of clearly 

circumscribed activities, taking place in a specific location at a given time.  The 

participants are actors and spectators, although these roles may be fluid, and the 

performance is created by the interaction between these participants.  The mediality of 

performance is the conditions of communication created by the bodily co-presence of 

actors and spectators.  The performance of the actors has an effect on the spectators, 

but as spectators’ reactions are not pre-determined and are often outwardly perceptible 

(laughter, applause, etc.), these in turn have an effect on actors and on other spectators. 

All those present create a cycle of interaction that Fischer-Lichte calls an autopoietic 

feedback loop:  this is the performance. 

 

Fischer-Lichte (2014) describes spatiality, corporeality and tonality as the three 

material elements of performance.  These provide a useful tool for the analysis of the 

theatrical product created in this project, and I discuss them further in Section 3.2.1.  I 

also return to Fischer-Lichte’s aesthetics of performativity, and specifically her 

understanding of the liminality of performance and its transformativity, in Section 

3.5.1. 

 

3.1.3 Sauter and the theatrical event 

The concepts of performance of Schechner and Fischer-Lichte both foreground actor-

spectator interaction, but fail to pay significant attention to the processes of audience 

reception.  An alternative model, the ‘theatrical event’ is introduced initially by 

Bennett (1990) in her seminal work on audience processes.  The notion is given 

greater theoretical weight by Sauter (2000), and the work is developed further by the 
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Theatrical Event Working Group of the International Federation for Theatre Research 

(Cremona et al., 2004), who explore its value as a methodological and epistemological 

tool.  The members of this group are all opposed to Schechner’s theoretical position of 

defining performance in terms of external phenomena, and instead use the approach of 

Fischer-Lichte in building a theoretical model from their understanding of theatre.  

They do, however, also apply the theory to events that are theatrical but not theatre per 

se, such as Maltese Carnival (Cremona, 2004) or religious rituals in Halbestadt, 

Germany (Kotte, 2004). 

 

Sauter considers theatre and performance as part of play, combining the subversion of 

Bakhtin (1965) and the submersion of Gadamer (1979).  Actor-spectator interaction is 

important, as is participants’ mutual understanding that the theatrical event is separate 

from everyday life.  Sauter (2004) describes four features of theatrical events.  Firstly, 

participants are ‘playing culture’, in other words the premise of the event is the 

embodied performance of particular identities and cultural practices rather than the 

reading of written text. Secondly, the performance is ‘theatrical playing’; actors have 

particular skills and a style that differentiates their actions from other types of 

performing, for example in religious settings.  Thirdly, the event has a ‘contextual 

theatricality’, informed by the artistic conventions on stage, by the organisational 

conventions of the theatre company and venue, and by the structural conventions of 

wider society.  Finally, and importantly for this project, the theatrical event is 

informed by the societal context in which it occurs.  In Bourdieusian terms, the 

theatrical event is an interaction within a field and as such is partly structured by that 

field and the individuals within it.  It is the notion of the societal influence on audience 

reception that is of relevance to this thesis, and to which I return in Section 3.3.2. 

 

3.2 The theatrical product 

 

Having introduced three relevant concepts of performance, in the next three sections I 

draw from them theories that are useful in understanding and analysing the data and 

metadata generated in this project.  I start here with consideration of theory relevant to 

theatrical product (materiality, cross-culturality and heteroglossia), before exploring 

theory relevant to audience response and proto-performance processes in subsequent 

sections.  This reflects the structure of this thesis, in which I consider the scenes 

created by the actors as primary data, presented and analysed first, before 
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consideration of the metadata of the audience response and the actors’ creative 

process. 

 

3.2.1 The materiality of performance 

My understanding of the materiality of performance, which I use in analysing the 

theatrical product of this project in Section 5.2, is drawn from Fischer-Lichte’s 

concept of performance (2014), where she discusses materiality as three inter-related 

concepts:  spatiality, corporeality and tonality. 

 

Firstly, spatiality refers both to the architectural space (if any) in which a performance 

occurs, and to the transient performance space created by a performance and 

contributing to shaping that performance.  Spatiality is important in influencing the 

strength of the actor-spectator relationship, as historical developments suggest.  Early 

English Theatre was particularly effective at creating a powerful actor-spectator 

interaction (see for example Dillon, 2006 and King, 2008), and this was maintained by 

the proximity of actors and spectators created by the Elizabethan thrust stage (Rylance, 

2008).   Only with the development of the architectural space of the proscenium arch 

theatre in the 18th century (Wickham, 1987) did actor-spectator interaction diminish.  

Bennett (1990) argues that in these theatres, audiences are more passive (as a result of 

dimmed lighting, physical separation from the performance space and seating for all), 

and consequently actor-spectator interaction is reduced.  For this project, spatiality is 

relevant to the analysis for understanding ways in which the actors attempt to enhance 

actor-spectator engagement.   

 

Secondly, Fischer-Lichte describes corporeality:  the creation of a theatrical 

performance is contingent upon the actor’s body.  Developments in acting theory have 

been rooted in the philosophical debate between the phenomenal body, the actor’s 

physical presence in the world, and the semiotic body, the way the actor uses the body 

to signify character.  For Stanislavski (1980) and his followers, particularly the school 

of Method Acting in the US (Zarrilli, 2009), the focus is on representing the semiotic 

and obscuring the phenomenal body.  In contrast, Brecht (1964) proposes an ‘Epic’ 

actor who represents a character with their semiotic body but also takes a stance 

towards that character through the actions of their phenomenal body.  The later 

theories of Grotowski (1969) prioritise the phenomenal body, viewing the creation of a 

role as the trigger for releasing its potential.  The most recent theory and practice, 
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psychophysical acting (Merlin, 2001; Zarrilli, 2009; Zarrilli, Daboo and Loukes, 

2013), builds on the work of Stanislavski and aims to create meaning (the semiotic 

body) from the interaction of the phenomenal body and the psyche.  In this project I 

consider the interaction of phenomenal and semiotic bodies, with a specific focus on 

the audiological status of both the actors bodies and of the characters they choose to 

represent. 

 

Finally, tonality is the auditory components of performance, principally spoken 

language, but also vocal sounds, music and sound effects, and their physiological and 

emotional effects on the audience.  I note that Fischer-Lichte presents a normative 

view of performance, considering a performance space as much a place for listening as 

for watching, and she emphasises the importance of voice.  Consequently, tonality has 

only partial relevance to this project, and I choose to add one more aspect of 

materiality to those of Fischer-Lichte (2014):  linguistic modality.  Choice of language 

is important for the analysis of a signed and spoken bilingual theatrical product.  

Alongside spatiality, then, my analysis of the materiality of the performances, given in 

Section 5.2, focuses on the performance of two specific markers of social identity:  

audiological status and linguistic modality. 

 

3.2.2 Cross-cultural theatre 

Cross-cultural performance “is a hybrid derived from an intentional encounter between 

cultures and performing traditions” (Lo and Gilbert, 2002: 36).  It attempts to create 

interaction between cultures in the moment of performance (Holledge and Tompkins, 

2002) and in so doing is a site for the processual renegotiation of identity at individual 

and group levels (Knowles, 2010).  For Marranca (1991) it is as much a state of mind 

as a performance practice, which foregrounds the actor’s body, rather than text, as a 

symbol of community and a store of knowledge.  It is not always bounded by the 

limits of the performance, but also reflects cross-culturality in the real world (Agiman, 

2004). 

 

Cross-cultural performance is not a recent phenomenon.  Pre-modern indigenous 

cultures used theatre to resolve conflict and to scaffold economic ties, and in the early 

modern period, colonised peoples assimilated colonisers’ performance traditions into 

their own theatre (Knowles, 2010).  In the West, the conscious development of cross-

cultural performance blossomed in the early 20th century as an attempt to revitalise 
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Western theatre practice (Pavis, 1996) following the ‘discovery’ of the cultural 

activities of Eastern alterity (Knowles, 2010).  Large-scale dissemination of the 

concept of cross-cultural performance followed from Schechner’s ritual-based 

performance practice in the later 20th century (Bharucha, 1993).  

 

The majority of 20th century cross-cultural performance exchange was a one-way 

street centred on Western practitioners.  Indeed, in his seminal work on the subject, 

Pavis (1992) presents a model of cross-cultural performance exchange as the 

translation of a source culture to and for the benefit of a target culture.  His concept, 

modelled on the idea of sand running through an hourglass, does not allow for 

simultaneous cultural exchange in both directions, and inadvertently suggests that as a 

practice, cross-cultural performance has the potential to be problematic (Chaudhuri, 

1991), particularly when there is an unequal power structure (as between deaf and 

hearing) that can and often do influence questions of autonomy and empowerment 

within the exchange (Chin, 1991).   

 

There are, however, some positive examples, in which societal inequality is not 

maintained within the cross-cultural performance.  Balme (1996) and Greenwood 

(2002; 2005) write of bicultural Maori/pakeha6 theatre in New Zealand, which 

valorises the marginalised minority Maori group, although Mazer (2013) warns of the 

risk of Maori culture being submerged within majority pakeha performance practices, 

and/or being packaged as a cultural export for the international market.  Central to 

Greenwood’s (2005) argument is the creation between the two cultures of what 

Bhabha (1990) would call a ‘third space’, an integrative process (Schechner, 2006: 

304) grounded in mutual respect between all participants.  In this space the experience 

of difference is performed with a view not to demonstrate cross-culturality, but to 

constitute the cultural exchange existing in the world in the moment of performance 

(Chaudhuri, 1991).  To represent this theoretically, Lo and Gilbert (2002) propose a 

more politically neutral model of cross-cultural theatre that supersedes Pavis’ (1992) 

hourglass model, and in which two cultures can both be sources with exchange 

occurring in both directions.	

Lo and Gilbert (2002) draw on other writers in an attempt to schematise all forms of 

cross-cultural performance, separating them into multi-cultural, post-colonial and 
																																																													
6 A ‘pakeha’ is a white New Zealander, as opposed to a Maori. 
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inter-cultural, as shown in Figure 3.1.  Each is considered here in turn, drawing on the 

writing of Lo and Gilbert but adding the contributions of others as appropriate. 

 

Multicultural performance is represented by lower case m multiculturalism and upper 

case M Multiculturalism.  The former represents performances which are culturally 

blind and in which cultural difference is ignored, and is common in nations such as 

Canada, Australia and New Zealand where multiculturality is recognised at state level 

and funding for multicultural theatre is available.  On the other hand, Multicultural 

performance is politically motivated, develops as a response to lived experience, is 

resistant to the dominant culture, and often places minority groups in hegemonic 

spaces.  Much community theatre and migrant theatre is Multicultural.  Despite being 

typically monocultural, ‘ghetto theatre’, the performance of a minority culture to its 

own community may also be Multicultural, as it is often an act of resistance to the 

dominant culture. (Indigenous deaf theatre, discussed in Section 3.2.4, might be 

described as ghetto theatre). 

 

 
 

Figure 3.1: A typology of cross-cultural theatre, after Lo and Gilbert (2002) 
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Secondly, Lo and Gilbert (2002) define post-colonial performance as that which 

interrogates the heritage of empire.  It represents a cultural exchange between 

colonisers and colonised, and is either syncretic or non-syncretic.  In non-syncretic 

performance the aesthetics of one culture are used to disseminate particular post-

colonial concerns.  The aesthetics adopted are almost universally those of the 

colonisers.  In contrast the syncretic aims to merge two cultures, maintaining to some 

extent the integrity of the original practices but also creating new practices, more 

typically by placing indigenous forms within the framework of the coloniser’s 

practice.  A good example of syncretic post-colonial performance is Maori/pakeha 

performance in New Zealand (Balme, 1996; Greenwood, 2005), although Balme 

(1999) also describes such practice in many parts of the post-colonised world.  Much 

deaf theatre can be described as post-colonial, critiquing as it does the oppressive 

activities of the hearing hegemony. 

 

Thirdly, Lo and Gilbert (2002) divide inter-cultural performance into extra-cultural, 

intra-cultural and trans-cultural.  Extra-cultural performance inter-weaves cultural 

practices from two different nation states, and is typically the explicit borrowing of 

practices from one culture for use in another (Fischer-Lichte, 2014).  It tends to 

operate on a west-east or north-south axis, and is most clearly exemplified by the work 

of practitioners such as Schechner (1985; 2006).  In contrast intra-cultural theatre 

interweaves practices from two cultures that exist within the same nation state.  It 

tends to explore a diversity of religious or other cultural practices, and has mostly been 

developed in India by Bharucha (1996; 2000).  All the performances produced in this 

project, working as it does with deaf and hearing practices within the UK, are by 

definition intra-cultural. 

 

The final sub-division of inter-cultural theatre is trans-cultural.  This is dependent on 

the interaction of actors from different cultures (Fischer-Lichte, 2014) and is an 

attempt to find the universals of the human experience by transcending individual 

cultures.  In an earlier typology, Pavis (1996) offers additional subdivisions of trans-

culturality, as does Schechner (2006), but I do not include them here as they add 

complexity without being relevant to my project. 

Lo and Gilbert’s typology to support the analysis of the theatrical material created 

within this project. This is not unproblematic.  None of the definitions proposed are 
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exclusive; for example, I use Maori/pakeha theatre as an example of post-colonialism, 

but equally it could be described as multicultural and intra-cultural.  Furthermore, for 

Bharucha (2000) the use of fixed definitions risks becoming prescriptive.  Fischer-

Lichte’s approach, considering all cross-cultural performance as the “interweaving [of] 

cultures in performance” (2016: 384) is perhaps more useful, as it allows for the 

interaction of a fluidity of cultural practices.  This fits more closely with my 

conceptualisations of deaf and hearing cultures as Bourdieusian fields within which 

individuals do not demonstrate homogeneity of identity, and allows for a greater 

possibility of equality between those two fields within the cross-cultural exchange. 

	

3.2.3 Bilingual and heteroglossic performance 

The preceding sub-section proposes descriptive language for a range of cross-cultural 

performance types, but is noticeably deficient in failing to make a link between culture 

and language.  Indeed, the re-visioning of theatre as performance and the break with 

the dominance of the text has devalued language in performance (Carlson, 2009), and 

furthermore there seems to be a hegemonic assumption that cross-cultural 

performances, with a few exceptions, are presented in the language of the (dominant) 

target culture.  Certainly multilingual performance tends to remain peripheral to the 

monolingual mainstream (Ladouceur, 2013a), not least because most spectators (at 

least in the Anglophone context) are monolingual and have little interest in 

bilingualism (Rosenberg, 1978).  Given their relevance to an exploration of 

deaf/hearing performance, and to the analysis of my findings in Section 5.2, however, 

the practices of bilingual theatre are presented here as separate but overlapping with 

cross-cultural practices. 

 

The Maori/pakeha cross-cultural theatre already described is an example of bilingual 

theatre designed to offer a sense of belonging to minority groups, and to give 

development opportunities to individuals (Greenwood, 2005).   Similar aims are 

reported from Doppio Teatro in Australia, which uses a combination of English, 

Italian and Emigrante, an Italian-English pidgin, to validate the experience of Italian 

migrants (Crea, 1992).  Other examples are the bilingual performance practices of the 

minority bilingual (French-English) community of Western Canada (Ladouceur and 

Nolette, 2011);  La Compania de Teatro Bilingue in Texas, working with Mexican 

Americans in an English dominated state (Rosenberg, 1978); and Tara Arts in the UK, 

working in several languages with  South Asian immigrants (Marinetti, 2013). 
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The use of more than one language (or dialect) and possibly more than one language 

modality, is described by Carlson (2009) as theatrical heteroglossia and identified 

throughout theatrical history.  Despite this, bilingual performance has been little 

studied. Contemporary examples in the literature are few, and specific bilingual 

practices are only occasionally described.  Rosenberg (1978) outlines a number of 

techniques used by the Texas ensemble:  the consecutive repetition of a short scene in 

each language; interlocking narration, where one character supports the dialogue of 

another using partial repetition of what they heard before saying their own lines; 

simultaneous characterisation, where each character is played by two actors, each 

using a different language; and the use of bilingual multimedia to accompany 

monolingual performance.   

 

Various techniques are used in the bilingual communities of Canada.  Some texts are 

predominantly Francophone with some English:  they have a bilingual feel but are 

aimed at the minority Francophone audience.  Others mix English and French 

vernaculars; code-switching and code-blending by characters are commonplace, but 

often some elements of the plot are conveyed in only one or other of the languages so 

only bilingual spectators can construct the entire meaning of the performance.  A 

further technique is the use of English surtitles for Francophone performances:  the 

surtitle translations are deliberately playful rather than aiming for equivalence, 

creating different experiences for monolingual Francophones, monolingual 

Anglophones and bilinguals (Ladouceur, 2013a).   Additionally the surtitles operator 

may be positioned onstage, interacting with characters, allowing the audience to see 

the bilingual element of the performance as it is created (Ladouceur, 2013b). 

Ladouceur and Nolette (2011) further describe the use of several creative approaches 

in a bilingual production that was performed to monolingual audiences, including 

surtitles, the provision of a glossary in the printed programme, on stage translation (by 

an interpreter character), and translation through question and answer dialogue, not 

dissimilar to Rosenberg’s (1978) interlocking narration. 

 

Additionally, La Compania de Teatro Bilingue, Tara Arts and Doppio Teatro all 

explicitly recognise that a strong emphasis on visual communication, that is 

communication that is not mediated by codified language, is required to support 

understanding by monolingual audiences (Rosenberg, 1978; Crea, 1992; Marinetti, 

2013).  A similar approach is taken by Theatraverse in Paris.  This company creates 
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what Carlson (2009) describes as post-modern bilingual performance, in which 

heteroglossia is used not only for verisimilitude or for comic ends, but also as a 

semiotic device in its own right, in which language choice generates meaning 

supplementary to the meaning of the words themselves.  Theatraverse performs 

bilingual theatre to predominantly monolingual audiences, and rely on the physical 

approaches they developed in their training in the techniques of Lecoq (2002; 2006) to 

ensure full understanding by spectators (Richardson, 2018b).	

 

Whichever of these techniques are used, all bilingual theatre constitutes an act of 

translation (Simon, 2006).  However, no “convincingly comprehensive method” for 

theatre translation has been theorised (Bigliazzi, Kofler and Ambrosi, 2013: 3), not 

least because individual practices are diverse.  The dominant discourse is between 

domestication, moving the text towards the target audience, and faithfulness to the 

source text, whereby the audience is encouraged to move towards the Other 

(Anderman, 2005).  The debate implies translation in a single direction from source 

language to target language, and reflects the Pavis (1992) model of unidirectional 

cross-cultural exchange.  Translation in bi-directional cross-cultural exchange, such as 

the Lo and Gilbert (2002) model, is not supported by current models of theatre 

translation.  Neither is a model in which complete translation is not offered and access 

to the full text is only available to bilingual spectators, creating a bilingual aesthetic 

which may subvert dominant language ideologies by discriminating against spectators 

who are monolingual in the dominant language (Ladouceur, 2013a).  Such a model 

might position some bilingual performance as a site of resistance for minority and 

oppressed groups. 

	

3.2.4 Performance by and for deaf people 

I end this section with a brief exploration of a particular example of performance that 

is often bilingual: performance by and for deaf people.  This sub-section is drawn 

predominantly from Deaf and Interpreting Studies literature, and accordingly I focus 

on the UK and US, although deaf theatre practice in other parts of the world is 

occasionally recorded.  I supplement this with non-academic literature drawn from the 

performance and deaf communities, as the performance genres outlined here have 

often not been recognised within mainstream, normative Performance Studies.  (The 

exception is methods used by hearing theatres to encourage the participation of deaf 



   

 

Page 64 

spectators, which Carlson (2009) cites as examples of heteroglossic theatre that 

combine spoken, signed and written language). 

 

Here I consider various genres of performance that incorporate deaf people and/or a 

signed language:  indigenous deaf theatre; the work of the National Theatre of the 

Deaf in the US and its UK imitators; contemporary bilingual (signed and spoken 

language) performance; and sign language interpreted performances (SLIPs).  All of 

these are both inter-cultural genres (inter-weaving the practices of two cultures) and 

intra-cultural (combining practices from two cultures within the same national 

boundaries). With the exception of the indigenous form, they are also bilingual. 

 

Indigenous deaf theatre developed in the separate deaf-space of residential schools and 

clubs in the late nineteenth century (Peters, 2006), and as such is structured by the 

societal conditions of the deaf field.  It is founded on the centrality of storytelling to 

deaf communities:  as in other ‘corp-oral’ cultures (Leith, 2016) it is commonplace for 

storytelling to progress along a continuum from conversation to platform storytelling 

and eventually theatre (Wilson, 2006).  Lo and Gilbert (2002) would typify the form as 

ghetto theatre, performed by and for deaf people in deaf-spaces.  It is created 

collaboratively by the actors (Peters, 2006), typically involves the active intervention 

of spectators (Bahan, 2006), and is described as “the raucous vaudeville that made up 

amateur Deaf club performances” (Padden and Humphries, 2005: 109). Its intention is 

often overtly political, creating a mundus invertus that critiques the existing power 

imbalance between deaf and hearing people.  Accordingly, Lo and Gilbert (2002) 

might also describe it as post-colonial. 

 

Miles and Fant (1976) defined this form of performance as ‘Deaf Theatre’:  deaf artists 

creating work in a signed language, drawing on the deaf experience, and ensuring that 

it is culturally relevant for deaf spectators.  Central to deaf theatre, then, is the 

performance of deaf identities on stage.  Miles and Fant presented this definition to 

distinguish the form from translations of classics of spoken language theatre into a 

signed language and performed for predominantly hearing audiences with a voice-

over provided by hearing actors.  This they categorised as ‘Sign Language Theatre’, 

the bilingual model developed at the National Theatre of the Deaf (NTD) in the US. 
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The approach of the NTD was to use ASL as part of the design aesthetic (Hays, 1969), 

in a style that became known as ‘sculpture in the air’ (Baldwin, 1993; Bangs, 1994).  

Initially praised for making deafness visible (Kochhar-Lindgren, 2006), the NTD 

marked the colonial nadir for deaf/hearing intra-cultural bilingual theatre.  For the 

benefit of hearing spectators, deaf actors were used as marionettes by a hearing 

auteur, a model that would have garnered the approval of early 20th century theorists 

such as Craig (1991) and Meyerhold (1991).  Sign language was appropriated by 

hearing theatre makers, and manipulated to make it more aesthetically pleasing by 

suppressing supposedly excessive and grotesque facial expression and body language, 

both key features of meaning generation in signed languages.  Hearing spectators were 

highly appreciative, but the communicative power of the language and its ability to 

engage deaf spectators was reduced, and the latter often came away from 

performances confused (Bragg and Bergman, 2002).  The NTD created only two deaf 

theatre productions in its first twenty-five years:  it had no interest in engaging deaf 

spectators. 

 

In the UK the RNID7 Mime Group adopted the working practices of the NTD as part 

of its professionalisation and transition to the British Theatre of the Deaf (BToD) 

(Keysell, 1999).  The deaf actors at BToD were unhappy with the change of 

performance style, and they were right:  as in the US, deaf audiences did not 

understand the communication offered and could not engage with it (Stewart, 2015).  

Both NTD and BToD are not represented in Lo and Gilbert’s cross-cultural typology, 

and might be more accurately described in the same terms as the more negative 

comments of Brook’s Mahabharata, as examples of colonialism, cultural 

appropriation and Orientalism. 

  

A spin-off of the NTD was the creation of deaf theatre framed within the conventions 

of mainstream hearing theatre, an example of what Lo and Gilbert would call non-

syncretic post-colonial theatre.  Initially plays were created by NTD members for 

performance with other ensembles (Padden and Humphries, 1988; Bragg and 

Bergman, 2002), but by the end of the 20th century a number of deaf writers had 

emerged (Conley, 2001b).  I use this description advisedly.  Working within the 

majority culture, with hearing directors and producers, plays need to be first created as 

																																																													
7	Royal	National	Institute	for	the	Deaf,	now	known	as	Action	on	Hearing	Loss.	
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a written text in the dominant language, rather than created collaboratively in sign 

language by an ensemble of actors in the manner of indigenous deaf theatre.  

Furthermore, the post-colonial material is aimed at deaf spectators, and as audiences 

are made up predominantly of hearing colonisers, it is not financially viable.   

 

The most significant contemporary company in the US producing work by and for 

deaf and hearing people is Deaf West.  Founded as an offshoot of NTD but with deaf 

leadership, it now creates bilingual performances, often adaptations of spoken 

language texts, presented in hearing buildings to mixed audiences (Deaf West Theatre, 

2015; Weinert-Kendt, 2015).  On a smaller scale, the two performers of the Flying 

Words Project create bilingual performance poetry in ASL and spoken English.  The 

duo is a deaf man with little speech, and his bilingual hearing colleague.  Their work 

is overtly political, biased towards signed language but also incorporating speech.  For 

Davidson (2006) this is an intentional ‘scandal’, used to critique audist ideology and to 

question “the self-evident nature of speech based communicational models” (232). 

 

In the UK, Deafinitely Theatre performs work that is both intra-cultural (inter-weaving 

practices from two cultures co-existing within one nation state) and often non-

syncretic post-colonial (interrogating the colonial practices of dominant cultures on 

those that they oppress, within an aesthetic frame drawn from coloniser practice).  

Deafinitely is a deaf-lead company that makes adaptations of spoken language texts, 

significantly including two Shakespeare plays at the Globe Theatre in London 

(Hefferman, 2014).  The company uses a mix of languages and modes, and employs 

all the bilingual techniques described above, often within a single performance, to both 

pragmatic (translational) and political ends (Robinson, 2017).  The Deaf and Hearing 

Ensemble, also based in London, use a similar range of techniques, emphasizing the 

physical and eschewing excessive use of dialogue.  Lead by a small group of deaf and 

hearing theatre makers, the foundation of their work is ensuring an equality of cultures 

and languages within all stages of the performance process (Richardson, 2017a). 

 

In Scotland, the company specifically funded to work with deaf people is Solar Bear, 

based in Glasgow.  At the time of writing the work of the company is developing 

quickly (see Section 8.3.2).  Under their previous artistic leadership, however, I do not 

consider that equality of participation for deaf and hearing people was always created.  

One example where equality was not achieved was their choice to perform Nina 
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Raine’s play Tribes, which I saw in September 2018.  To me, this play seems 

problematic for deaf audiences.  Granted, one character, Billy, is deaf, expected to lip-

read and use speech by his hearing parents, only discovering sign language in his later 

teens.  The casting of a deaf actor, and the telling of a deaf story on stage, is, however, 

outweighed by the broader theme of characters in a hearing family finding their 

individual ‘voice’. Of particular irrelevance to many deaf spectators, Billy’s sister is a 

soprano opera singer who has literally lost her voice and wants to return to singing.  

Notwithstanding that all the spoken dialogue in the play is not accessible to deaf 

spectators without providing captions or BSL interpreting (which is often problematic 

- see below), concepts of pitch within music, which are important to the singing 

character, are particularly difficult to translate for many deaf people.  This is an 

example of a piece of hearing theatre, written by a hearing writer for predominantly 

hearing audiences, which uses a deaf story line to support the broader themes of the 

piece. 

 

The theatre companies described above do not enjoy a particularly high profile within 

the UK.  One company is better known, however.  Graeae is London based and claims 

to be “a force for change in world class theatre, boldly placing D/deaf and disabled 

actors centre stage and challenging preconceptions” (Graeae, 2019).  Founded in 1980 

to promote the work of disabled artists, under the current artistic director, Jenny 

Sealey, the company creates productions that profile actors with a range of disabilities 

and sensory impairments, including deaf people.  Part of Graeae’s mission is to raise 

awareness and promote training, and the company has been involved in two recent 

high profile initiatives.  In Scotland the company worked with Solar Bear to support 

the establishment of an actor-training course specifically for deaf people at the Royal 

Conservatoire of Scotland (the BA in Performance in BSL and English).  In England, 

Graeae has been the driving force behind Ramps on the Moon, creating a consortium 

of regional theatres that is annually producing and touring work with deaf and disabled 

actors. 

 

The work of Graeae enjoys a high profile, and is highly regarded by (predominantly 

hearing) commentators.  Certainly the company employs deaf actors and in this regard 

offers opportunities that are not available with the majority of UK theatre companies.  

My own limited experience of their work, however, suggests that the company may 

not offer the equality for deaf and hearing people that one might expect from their 
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artistic vision.  In a production of The House of Bernarda Alba, which I saw at the 

Royal Exchange Theatre in Manchester in February 2017, projected captions were not 

easy to follow, being positioned high above the action on stage, and furthermore did 

not keep pace with the spoken dialogue.  Additionally, the actor providing sign 

language interpreting of the text was often standing in a poorly lit area of the stage, 

making her performance difficult to see, and I understand (from personal 

communication) that additional time for translation from written English to BSL was 

not provided.  Deaf actors were creating their own text in rehearsals while hearing 

actors were creating performances.  This is not to diminish the work of Graeae, which 

is groundbreaking and significant for awareness raising.  Rather I seek to challenge 

what seems to be an uncritical acceptance by hearing critics and arts leaders that 

Graeae’s techniques to promote access are of high quality and effective, when those 

critics and leaders do not necessarily have the skills to understand the experience of 

deaf actors and spectators. 

 

With the exception of Graeae, the contemporary work thus far described is all 

relatively poorly funded.  Instead, resources intended to encourage the participation of 

deaf people in theatre are directed to making mainstream hearing theatre bilingual 

through the provision of sign language interpreted performances (Rocks, 2015).  

Typically during a SLIP a sign language interpreter is placed in the far downstage 

corner, or even outside the proscenium arch (Gebron, 2000).  This creates a “ping 

pong effect” for deaf spectators (Bennet, 2009), who are expected to choose between 

watching the interpreter or the performance onstage (Rocks, 2011; Schmitt, 2017).  

Unsurprisingly, deaf commentators have questioned the effectiveness of SLIPs 

(Bangs, 1994; Conley, 2001a).  They offer merely “cosmetic interpreting” (Turner and 

Pollitt, 2002: 39), and at best pay only lip service to the requirements of the BSL 

(Scotland) Act (2015). 

 

There are additional challenges in delivering an effective SLIP beyond the spatial 

location of the interpreter.  There is little training available for interpreters who choose 

to work in theatre, and appropriate preparation time and resources, working alongside 

actors and the director in rehearsal, are rarely offered (Rocks, 2011).  In this situation, 

the challenges of making an effective translation are particularly problematic (Turner 

and Pollitt, 2002), and interpreters fail to deliver a performance that matches the 

actors, despite this being recommended by several interpreter educators (Frishberg, 
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1990; Llewellyn Jones, 2004; Cho and Roger, 2010).  My own research with a focus 

group of deaf people concluded that SLIPs are not effective in offering an equivalent 

participative experience for deaf and hearing spectators (Richardson, 2018a).  

Furthermore, the widespread failure of theatre venues and companies to provide pre- 

and post-show material such as marketing information and online discussion fora in a 

signed language exacerbate the problem by excluding deaf people from the theatrical 

public sphere (Richardson and Thompson, 2018). 

 

The failure of SLIPs to provide equality of participation for deaf and hearing people is 

the trigger for this research project, as described in the Introduction to this thesis.  The 

project seeks to identity other techniques that might offer equality of participation, and 

this section has provided theoretical descriptions of performance, cross-cultural theatre 

and bilingual theatre relevant to my analysis of the theatrical material created by the 

actors, as presented in Chapter 5.  Now, however, I turn away from the product and 

consider theories and practices relevant to my analysis of the audience response to the 

material created. 

 

3.3 Audiences 

 

In this section, I shift attention from the theatrical product to the responses of 

spectators at performances of that product.  I contrast the high levels of actor-spectator 

interaction in the deaf field with the perceived passivity of hearing audiences, and 

introduce theoretical responses to that lack of interaction.  I go on to discuss the 

relative lack of literature on audience response processes, before exploring further 

Sauter’s (2000) concept of the theatrical event as an epistemological tool for 

understanding the nature of audiences, a notion that informs the methods and the 

analysis of the audience response in this thesis.  Finally, I discuss the concept of the 

theatrical public sphere, the creation of which is dependent upon successful interaction 

between theatre venues and companies and their audiences. 

 

3.3.1 Actor-spectator interaction in the deaf and hearing fields 

The conditions of the deaf field are such that actor-spectator interaction is encouraged 

at deaf theatre performances.  In common with many minority groups within other 

dominant cultures, deaf performers use material that reflects the social and political 

reality of their audiences (Peters, 2006).  Additionally, the specific spatial and 
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proxemic requirements of using a signed language, as described in Chapter 2, 

predispose deaf theatre companies to place spectators near the actors, with the action 

often occurring within the space occupied by the audience (ibid.).  Finally, 

performances are highly collaborative, indeed aesthetic values are often less valued 

than a collectivity that serves to knit the community together (Coleman and 

Jankowski, 1994).   Accordingly, storytelling performances rely on audience 

participation (Davidson, 2008), and performers structure the course of the event 

according to audience reactions (Bahan, 2006).  This is encouraged by not plunging 

the spectators into darkness (Padden and Humphries, 1988), as deaf actors develop 

awareness of their own performance through visual feedback from their audience 

(Bauman and Murray, 2013). 

 

In contrast, as already stated, audiences at hearing performances are thought to be 

relatively passive (Bennett, 1990), and throughout the 20th century, theorists and 

practitioners try to challenge this.  Artaud (1989) argues for a ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ that 

produces sensory overload, in an attempt to enhance the affective impact on 

spectators.  While Artaud himself does not test his own theories, they are taken up by 

many late 20th century practitioners, most notably Brook (1972).  Brecht (1964) adopts 

a different approach, advocating an ‘Epic’ theatre that appeals more to reason than to 

emotion.  His aim is to use the often didactic material in his productions to provoke 

spectators into taking political action when they return to the real world.  While the 

techniques of Brecht are applied less than those of Artaud outside his native Germany, 

his work has particular relevance to this thesis in its influence on the origination the 

Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal, 2000), which underpins this project’s methodology 

and is discussed in Section 4.2.1.  More recently the techniques of psychophysical 

acting (Zarrilli, 2009) take a more actor-centred approach focused on embodied self-

awareness, which may also impact on actor-spectator interaction.  Indeed McConachie 

(2007) suggests that audiences react quickly, instinctively and empathically to 

physical action, and that this is the foundation of spectator response to performances. 

 

The attempts of these practitioners to reduce spectator passivity focus on production 

processes but pay little attention to the processes of audience reception.  The majority 

of (hearing) theatre theorists do little to change this position.  Schechner’s (1985) 

focus on theatre as ritual and play ignores the reality of spectators’ lives outside the 

performance, instead considering only the roles they adopt when they participate in the 
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ritual.  Similarly, despite describing the equal importance of actors and spectators 

within her autopoietic feedback loop, Fischer-Lichte (2008) focuses little of her 

theoretical thinking on the conditions affecting spectators.  She does acknowledge that 

spectators bring their own subjective experience to the process of constructing 

meaning, but her theory emphasises the materiality of performance and the creation of 

meaning through the manner in which phenomena on stage are presented.  Barker 

(1989) and Escolme (2005) also acknowledge that individual spectators may construct 

their own response to a performance, but again fail to consider the mechanisms by 

which this occurs.   

 

Tulloch (2005) argues that a shift towards studying reception alongside production is 

easily achieved, as several epistemological and methodological approaches are 

available.  From Media Studies there are theories of ‘active audiences’, in which each 

spectator brings their own background to bear on their reading, and ‘spectatorship’, 

which interrogates the difference between the whole audience as a social group and the 

individual spectator’s response.  Furthermore, ‘reading formation’ theory considers the 

response of a group of spectators (readers of the theatrical text) as influenced by the 

cultural group from which they are drawn.  To different extents, these theories are 

identifiable in the conceptualisation of the ‘theatrical event’, which provides a useful 

approach to understanding audiences and how they respond to performances, and to 

which I turn in the following sub-section. 

 

3.3.2 The theatrical event:  audience contexts and dynamics 

Bennett’s (1990) work on audience processes suggests that spectator responses during 

a theatrical event are determined in part by their expectations and their social 

conditioning.  She calls this the outer frame of the audience, to distinguish it from their 

inner frame, their experience during the performance event.  She suggests that the 

collective response of an audience is homogenous, consequent on a shared cultural 

background, although she does acknowledge that individual spectators may develop 

divergent responses dependent on their own level of identification with the 

performance. 

 

In his work with the Theatrical Event Working Group, van Maanen (2004) extends 

Bennett’s notion of the audience’s inner and outer frame, and presents four frames that 

contextualise audience response.  First, and within the event itself, is the 
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communicative frame, made up of the perception systems of actors and spectators and 

the interaction between them, analogous to the autopoietic feedback loop of Fischer-

Lichte (2008).  Outside this is the organisational frame, the real time and place in 

which the theatrical event happens, and the circumstances which trigger its occurrence.  

For this project, these are described in the methods (Section 4.4).  Further out is the 

institutional frame, which in the case of this thesis refers to the contexts of hearing 

theatre (venues, producing companies, funding bodies etc.) and the various existing 

forms of theatre by, with and for deaf people, as outlined above in Section 3.2.4.  

Finally, the outer frame is the societal frame, or as Bourdieu would have it, the field in 

which the theatrical event occurs and which structures and is structured by that event.  

The field conditions that constitute the societal frame of this research are those of the 

deaf and hearing fields as outlined in Chapter 2.  For Sauter (2000), these contextual 

frames, particularly the societal frame, each lead spectators to respond in four different 

ways.  They reflect on prior expectations, they have emotional reactions and cognitive 

reactions, and they make value judgements. 

 

Eversmann (2004a) proposes a different system as a theoretical basis for audience 

research, considering the dynamics of audience response as four dimensions.  First is 

the perceptual dimension, which occurs during the performance and is the spectator’s 

instinctive response without interpreting or constructing meaning.  Second is the 

cognitive dimension, which occurs mostly following the performance.  In this 

dimension spectators attempt to understand the performance and answer the question 

“what did it mean?”  Thirdly, there is an emotional dimension.  This can occur 

alongside the perceptual dimension, when spectators instinctively empathise with 

characters, or it can evolve with the cognitive dimension, as emotional responses to 

characters develop.  Finally, there is the communicative dimension, which integrates 

the other three dimensions and constitutes the overall interaction between the spectator 

and the performance (including the work of the author, director and designers as well 

as the actors).  This dimension is often expressed in post-performance discussion 

between spectators, or as an individual’s internal debate about how a performance has 

affected them, and is the dimension that triggers the responses of spectators in the 

audience focus groups of this project. 

 

Tulloch (2004) notes that Eversmann’s conceptualisation is complementary rather than 

in opposition to Sauter’s original theory.  He reinforces the need, if we are to gain a 
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full understanding of spectator response, to undertake research that brings together 

Sauter’s original notion of the theatrical event, Eversmann’s approach to audience 

dynamics and van Maanen’s notion of contextual frames,.  As the methodology in 

Chapter 4 explains, this thesis aims to use the notions of dynamics and frames in 

analysing and understanding audience responses to the theatrical product created. 

 

3.3.3 The theatrical public sphere 

Sauter’s (2000) concept of performance as theatrical event encourages consideration 

of the processes of reception, but it remains primarily focussed on the performance 

itself.  If we consider his theory in the context of Schechner’s (2006) extended notion 

of performance (including proto-performance and aftermath), we can widen the lens 

through which we observe receptive processes: before the theatrical event, spectators 

show anticipation of the performance; afterwards they develop their understanding of 

it (Eversmann’s (2004a) communicative dimension of audience response).  Even so, 

all of these processes remain somewhat inward facing, towards the performance. 

 

It is also possible to conceptualise an outward-facing effect of a performance on its 

audience, by considering the development of a theatrical public sphere (Balme, 2014).  

Habermas (1989) introduced the notion of the bourgeois public sphere not as physical 

space but as a concept similar to a Bourdieusian field, open to all, where individuals 

can interact with the aim of influencing or challenging actions consequent on power 

inequalities.  For Fraser (1990) it is “political participation … enacted through the 

medium of talk” (57), although she notes that when it first appeared in the 17th 

century, women and the lower classes were excluded.  Similarly deaf people were 

unable to participate:  speech was the dominant mode of interaction and deaf people 

were tied to the lower classes by their poor education and the legal ban on deaf people 

owning property (Sacks, 1991).  As we have seen in Chapter 2, deaf people have 

instead developed their own public sphere though interactions and participation in 

deaf-space.  From a hearing perspective this might be defined as a ‘counter-public’ 

(Koller, 2012), but Warner (2002) asserts that such a counter-public is a public in its 

own right.  A Bourdieusian perspective supports this position:  in the deaf field, the 

public sphere is the deaf public sphere; similarly, it is a hearing public sphere that 

develops in the hearing field.	
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Balme (2014) suggests that both the architectural spaces of theatres and the plays and 

operas performed there were central to the 18th century development of a politically 

efficacious theatrical public sphere.  Arguably, 21st century mainstream theatre has 

much less political impact than its forebears (Reinelt, 2011), but Balme (2014) 

suggests that the creation of a theatrical public sphere continues to be stimulated not 

by monologic communication from the stage but centred on pre- and post-performance 

interaction between theatre institutions and their audiences.  This communication is, 

however, conducted in the dominant language adopted by the theatre, and I suggest 

that deaf people are thus excluded from the public sphere of hearing theatres as a 

result of the ideological position of hearing theatre managements (Richardson and 

Thompson, 2018).  In Bourdieusian terms, this represents one more act of oppression 

perpetrated on deaf people when they enter institutions in the hearing field, and sits 

alongside other oppressive acts encountered by deaf people, contributing to a denial of 

their full citizenship by compromising their equal participation in society, as described 

in Section 2.5.5. 

 

The concept of theatrical public and counter-public spheres is relevant to an 

understanding of the audience responses within this project, and I return to it when I 

analyse the audience metadata in Section 6.3.1, and in the discussion in Section 8.4.	

 

3.4   Workshop and rehearsal processes 

 

Having discussed theory relevant to theatrical product and to audience response, in 

this section I turn to the creative processes that are relevant to this research project.  

Firstly, I consider the notion of Applied Theatre (AT), which is central to the methods 

employed by the actors in this practice as research project (see section 4.2.2 for further 

discussion).  Subsequently, I discuss devised theatre, the technique used by my acting 

participants.  

 

3.4.1 Applied Theatre 

Ackroyd (2000) introduced the concept of AT as an umbrella term covering all forms 

of theatre with high indices of participation and transformation, what Schechner 

(2003) would recognise as performance with a focus more on efficacy than 

entertainment.  Later however, Ackroyd (2007) noted that the use of the term AT had 

quickly become restricted to work whose participants have little or no theatre skills 
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and experience, and which is located outside conventional theatre buildings and formal 

education settings.  Current definitions, while more restrictive than Ackroyd’s original 

concept, remain blurred.  For Nicholson (2011), the term has a “pliability and 

porousness” (241) that draws on a range of historical antecedents that includes the 

Theatre of the Oppressed (see Section 4.2.1) but also political (socialist) theatre, 

drama/theatre in education, theatre for development, and community theatre 

(Neelands, 2007; Nicholson, 2014). 

 

This haziness of definition is accompanied by a lack of comparative analysis of AT 

projects in the literature.  Individual projects are reported but no metahistory has been 

developed that explores a more accurate definition (Kershaw, 2016). Commentators do 

agree, however, on a number of universal features of AT.  The work is led by 

professional practitioners who tend to have distanced themselves from conventional 

(middle-class) theatre (Nicholson, 2011; 2014).  These practitioners disempower 

themselves in the pursuit of a democratic process (Boon and Plastow, 2004; 

Nicholson, 2016).  Projects are conducted at specific times with particular 

communities or in particular places, and practice is contingent on those contexts.  

There is no bounded set of methodologies or methods, rather an ecology of practices 

grounded in reflexive practice (Nicholson, 2011; 2014; Hughes and Nicholson, 2016).  

The foundation of the work is participative process (Neelands, 2007; Harpin and 

Nicholson, 2017), and participation is an interactive embodied practice as a means of 

generating what Fabian (1999) calls performative knowledge (Nicholson, 2014; 

Harpin and Nicholson, 2017).  Indeed, AT is a specialised form of Participatory 

Action Research. Through participation, projects aim for personal, educational, social 

and/or political transformation (Neelands, 2007; Nicholson, 2011; 2014; Hughes and 

Nicholson, 2016). 

 

AT uses a range of methods such as theatre games, drama exercises (Richardson, 

2015) and collaborative devising processes (Oddey, 2013; Heddon and Milling, 2016) 

to enable equality of participation by creating a democratic community, through 

voluntary participation and dialogue (Neelands, 2007).  The process is the same in 

miniature as the development of a ‘public sphere’ (Habermas, 1989) in which social 

and political issues can be discussed freely, with a view to influencing or challenging 

existing societal hierarchies.  At the heart of AT is “the idea of the 'ensemble' as a 

continuous process of becoming an effective collective for theatre-making” (Neelands, 
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2007: 315).  The ensemble is the model for social interaction and democratic 

engagement in its own public sphere from which participants might learn citizenship 

skills that they can translate to everyday experience and in which they might create a 

utopian version of the world (Neelands, 2009). 

 

Much of AT is place- or environment-based (Mackey, 2016b), for example Bottoms’ 

(2017) project based around waterways and the impact of their local communities’ 

environmentally neglectful attitudes.  Other projects aim to build a sense of 

community, such as Fleishman’s (2016) work in the ‘new’ South Africa and Jeffers’ 

(2017) project with participants drawn from both Roman Catholic and Protestant 

communities in Belfast.  Where community is the focus, the emphasis has tended to be 

on developing collective models of working, producing a homogeneity of identity 

within the ensemble (MacDonald, 2012). 

 

This model reflects practice in other fields where theatrical performance has been used 

to construct and/or explore identity in, for example, feminist performance, gay 

performance, and performance by disabled people (Carlson, 2018).  Bial (2005) 

presents a comprehensive account of playing Jewish on stage and screen in the US 

throughout the 20th century.  Other writers describe the role of performance in 

constructing (homogenous) Catalan (Buffery, 2013), Welsh (Blandford, 2013), Scots 

and Gaelic (Brown, 2013) minority language identities.  The National Theatre of the 

Deaf in the US, described in Section 3.2.4, is an example of deaf people using 

theatrical performance to explore their identity as expressed through sign language.   

 

The focus in these examples has often been the re-presentation of a homogenous 

identity, be it feminist, Jewish, or deaf.	 	Nicholson (2016) notes, however, that more 

recent practice has tended to take a relational (socially constructionist) approach that 

recognises difference within communities rather than promoting homogeneity.  She 

(2014) describes AT as a space in which actors can create new, fictional identities or 

learn to live with real, multiple identities.  For her, fictional and real versions of 

identity, “as narrative constructions, are interrelated and mutually embedded” (68).  

AT can bring real life into the creative process, and use it to create new narratives that 

can in turn become real. Bourdieu might describe this as the field of the performance 

structuring the actors’ habitus. 
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3.4.2 Devised theatre 

Of the many methods available to AT practice, the one used by my actors is devising, 

or creative collaboration, to use its American equivalent.  Heddon and Milling (2016) 

present a number of assumptions about the devising process that match the practice of 

this project.  The starting point is the absence of a script.  Theatrical material intended 

for performance is developed by the ensemble.  There is an expectation of “members 

of the group contributing equally” within “a model of cooperative and non-

hierarchical collaboration” (ibid.:4).  Heddon and Milling (2016) describe devising as 

participatory democracy through theatre, and there is a noticeable similarity between 

the practice of devising groups and the collectivity of the deaf community as described 

in Section 2.3.1.  They go further, however, in claiming that it is a political weapon 

that takes power away from dominant institutions and provides a vehicle for self-

representation and for making visible the previously suppressed.  As such it is a useful 

method with which to conduct an AT project. 

 

Oddey (2013) provides a practical approach to devising, and I specifically define 

‘short scene devising’ as “the creation by participants of a discrete piece of theatre that 

is self-contained, and tells a short story with an obvious plot structure” (Richardson, 

2015: 60).  I suggest that parameters for the devising process can be set in advance 

(for example, in the case of this project, the aim of making the scenes equally 

accessible to deaf and hearing audiences).  I also propose that it is from the innate 

creativity of the actors that new material is developed, concurring with Heddon and 

Milling (2016) that the absence of a defined leader or director is important in making 

the process non-hierarchical.  Such a pre-condition may be a useful contributor to the 

achievement of the equality of participation aimed for in this research project.	

 

3.5 Transformativity, enchantment and the pursuit of utopia 

 

I now turn to explore the concept of transformativity, a central tenet of AT 

methodologies.  I begin by exploring Schechner’s and Fischer-Lichte’s understanding 

of transformativity within their own concepts of performance, noting at this point that 

Sauter does not include a transformative element in his understanding of the ‘theatrical 

event’.  Subsequently, I critique the transformative potential of AT, before concluding 

this section with a discussion of the relevance of transformativity to the research 

question of this project. 
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3.5.1 Liminality and transformation in performance 

Transformation is the essential feature of rituals (Schechner, 2006), made possible 

because rituals create liminal spaces (Turner, 1969) separate from everyday life, in 

which an individual is stripped of their pre-liminal identity and becomes vulnerable to 

the creation of a new identity.  For Schechner (1985) the stage is a liminal space and 

performance is in part ritual.  Indeed his understanding is that “theatre = action = 

transportation/transformation” (150), where transportation is a temporary 

transformation. 

 

Rituals can also create an anti-structure (Turner, 1969). Participants are liberated from 

everyday concerns and can set aside differences to create a ‘communitas’ or ritual 

camaraderie.  Such communitas is usually normative, conforming to the expectations 

of the ritual, but less commonly may be spontaneous, deriving from the interactions of 

the participants and dependent on the removal of power inequalities.  Performance that 

is more ritualistic than theatrical (intended to be more efficacious than entertaining) 

has the potential to be transformative through the creation of communitas (Schechner, 

2003).  McKenzie (2001) refers to this as the ‘liminal norm’ in which performance is 

expected to create spaces in which social norms are suspended and transformation is 

possible through the valorisation of opposition to dominant practices. 

 

Fischer-Lichte’s (2014) concept of performance also embraces transformativity for 

spectators, but without resorting to ritual in the manner of Schechner.  Theatrical 

liminality is what Fischer-Lichte (2005) calls an aesthetic experience.  This is not the 

Kantean notion of detached pleasure, but rather an aesthetics of performativity that 

produces transformation.  Aesthetic transformation is distinct from ritual 

transformation in that the former has no defined end-point, is not dependent on 

societal affirmation, and is reversible.  Furthermore, aesthetic transformation is not 

dependent on ritual liminality, but is the product of bodily co-presence and the actor-

spectator autopoietic feedback loop (Fischer-Lichte, 2005). 

 

It is the event-ness of performance that allows liminality and thus aestheticity to 

manifest in performance.  Three features of performance contribute to this (Fischer-

Lichte, 2008).  First is the actor-spectator autopoietic feedback loop that engenders the 

performance: every turn of the loop involves crossing a threshold and is thus 

inherently liminal.  Second is the phenomenon of emergence within the feedback loop:  
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unexpected events (accidents on stage or spontaneous spectator reactions) create 

moments of liminality during which subsequent actions are unknown.  Third is the 

destabilisation or even destruction of binary oppositions, particularly the binary 

between life and art, between what is real and not-real.  Binaries provide reliable 

behavioural and conceptual frameworks for our interaction with the real world, and 

without them we are forced to favour the liminal space between the real and not-real, 

where we can and must think and behave differently, leading to transformation.  We 

can say that liminal experiences are created when there is autopoiesis, emergence, and 

the collapse of dichotomies, and that “this type of aesthetic experience is of pivotal 

importance to the aesthetics of the performative as it captures the nature of 

performance as an event” (Fischer-Lichte, 2008: 174). 

 

Fischer-Lichte draws her understanding of liminality from Anthropology, and it is 

difficult to identify from her work any criteria that differentiate theatrical and ritual 

liminality.  She is not, however, seeking to examine theatre in relation to other cultural 

phenomena, nor is she considering performative transformation as pragmatic or 

utilitarian in the way of the Schechner model (Carlson, 2008).  Rather, she sees 

performance as a means of producing a deeper understanding of the shared processes 

of the world, a concept she calls ‘enchantment’.  A similar idea is theorised in the US 

by Dolan (2005; 2006).  Like Fischer-Lichte she builds her concept of performance on 

the notions of intersubjectivity and the co-creation of meaning by actors and 

spectators.  Her aesthetics create transformation through repeated snatches of 

performance, utopian performatives that lift participants stepwise to a better place.   

 

3.5.2 The transformative potential of Applied Theatre 
I noted in Section 3.4.1 that early definitions of AT include its high index of 

transformation.  Certainly inclusive performance is felt to be transformative 

(Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 2016), and the established view in Participatory Action 

Research, which is where AT is methodologically situated (see Section 4.2.2), holds 

that participation generally leads to empowerment (Rahnema, 1999).  Despite this, 

more recent writers acknowledge that not all AT is empowering or transformative 

(Hughes and Nicholson, 2016; Harpin and Nicholson, 2017).  This is at odds with the 

position advanced in the previous sub-section, in which theorists from Schechner 

(1985) to Fischer-Lichte (2014) and Dolan (2005) consider transformation, 

enchantment and the pursuit of utopia as a central feature of performance.  Given its 
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importance to answering the research question, it is thus relevant here to consider and 

critique the means by which AT is itself considered to be transformative. 

 

Whereas performance theorists tend to focus on liminality and the interaction between 

actors and spectators (participants in the performance event) as the site of 

transformativity, the emphasis in AT is on the transformative potential predominantly 

for actors in the creative process.  For Nicholson (2014) AT is participation as a route 

to empowerment and citizenship, and the aim of transformation is participants’ ability 

to engage with social democracy.  Blencowe (2013) describes democratisation as “the 

dispersal of authority through society” (37) leading to individuals’ development of 

self-respect.  AT can be effective in reproducing this democratising process because it 

encourages people to develop a sense of identity, an understanding of the nature of Us 

as opposed to Them which is essential for engaging in political struggle (Nicholson, 

2014).  Furthermore, AT’s efficacy is linked to its accessibility.  It is open to all 

because the creative process, in reflecting on political debate, uses as its raw materials 

the unreflective embodied knowledge of participants’ real world experience (ibid.).   

 

The effectiveness of transformative participation is, however, viewed as problematic.  

Rahnema (1999) points out that participation is often framed within the discourse of 

the already powerful, potentially leading to one of three negative outcomes.  Minority 

groups may already have power within their own fields that is either not recognised or 

devalued by dominant individuals or groups operating in other fields.  Alternatively, 

the degree of empowerment may be limited, failing to challenge the dominance of the 

pre-existing hegemony.  Thirdly, empowerment of minority practice at the expense of 

all others may create a new hegemony, a situation that fails to create equality within 

society.  Furthermore, all participatory processes evolve in the context of existing 

dominant discourses and societal hierarchies (including practitioner-researcher 

privilege) that are easily replicated within the theatre workshop (Snyder-Young, 

2013).   Societal practices inhibit individuals’ freedom of unbiased thought and action 

(Rahnema, 1999), and any redistribution of authority is necessarily influenced by 

external power imbalances (Hughes and Nicholson, 2016; Jeffers, 2017), particularly 

within institutions that frame individual projects (Snyder-Young, 2013).  Additionally, 

if AT seeks to achieve democracy through participation, it is important to be aware of 

whose version of democracy is being achieved and by whom (Bottoms, 2017) and to 

what extent participants’ contributions have been curated in the interests of creating 
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the facilitator’s (or institution’s or researcher’s) favoured version of democracy 

(Harpin and Nicholson, 2017). 

 

For participation to be meaningful, that is empowering and leading to active 

citizenship, it needs to be voluntary (Neelands, 2007) and without prejudice 

(Rahnema, 1999).  In these circumstances, participants can develop a sense of inner 

freedom from which to start an open-ended process towards change, even when the 

end-point of the change is unknown (ibid.).  This process both depends on and may 

trigger a redistribution of power between facilitators and participants, in itself creating 

more democratic working methods (Jeffers, 2017).  Nicholson (2005) claims that it is 

this careful negotiation of participation that underpins AT’s claim to political efficacy, 

although Bottoms (2017) is less convinced.  For him performance in isolation cannot 

transform participants into active citizens.  Rather it acts as a catalyst for (potential) 

transformation during the activities that precede and follow it, and importantly, these 

activities are out-with the facilitator’s control. 

 

AT processes are considered most transformative when a collaborative ensemble 

encourages pluralistic rather than consensual practice.  Mouffe (2006) argues that 

effective democracy is founded essentially on agonistic confrontation.  In this 

paradigm, opposing positions can be debated and passions vented, rather than allowing 

them to develop into antagonistic practices such as audism or cultural genocide.  

Consensus is an ideal, but it should only be achieved following pluralistic dissent and 

debate.  For Nicholson (2014), it is the use of agonistic struggle in AT, rather than the 

achievement of political consensus, that gives it the potential for radical 

transformation.  For Neelands (2007) this means that effective AT is initially 

concerned with identity recognition, and subsequently with how different identities 

can participate equally in democratic creative processes without negating their 

differences.  The result is the relational model of AT (Nicholson, 2016) already 

described in Section 3.4.1. 

 

Thus far, I have explored the requirement and limitations of meaningful participation.  

Even if this goal is achieved, however, it may not guarantee transformative potential.  

For Jeffers (2017) the bonding experience of collaborative working, the sense of 

ownership of and pride in the work created, and the role of performance in building 

personal and social confidence are all empowering, and thus transformative.  In 
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contrast, Hughes and Nicholson (2016) feel unable to make any grand claims for 

transformativity, and Fleishman (2016) outlines his own ‘politics of performance’ (the 

creation of a community in which authority is redistributed and individuals grow in 

confidence sufficiently to become active citizens in real world democracies), as 

something which is only possible:  not impossible, but by no means guaranteed. 

 

The transformation discussed thus far is entirely individual.  Societal change is much 

more difficult, because it is often resisted by a dominant group that prefers to maintain 

the status quo in what van Maanen (2004) calls the societal context.  Furthermore, 

participants may not be resistant to hegemonic practices and indeed may reinforce 

dominant discourse as a result of its internalisation (Snyder-Young, 2013).  

Nevertheless, Nicholson (2016) proposes that AT can be efficacious at a societal level, 

consequent on the individual’s accumulation of everyday practices in the context of 

repeated affective experiences that “may prompt a disposition to the political” (253).  

This is a similar notion to Dolan’s (2006) idea of experiencing cumulative utopian 

performatives, and to Fischer-Lichte’s (2008) notion of enchantment as a means of 

becoming attuned to the world.  Together these may create possibilities for agency in 

the quest for societal change. 

 

Other commentators are less certain.  Jackson (2007) cautions against an expectation 

that what happens in theatre can transfer into the real world.  Snyder-Young (2013) 

agrees, on the grounds that theatre is not real world experience, although she adds that 

skills developed through AT participation are transferable to the real world.  

Thompson (2009a), following his experience of working with child soldiers in Sri 

Lanka, is also sceptical.  In his view, individual transformation within AT projects is 

possible but is limited to that context.  Societal change can only be achieved by 

practitioners, and where possible participants, engaging directly with the power 

inequalities within that society.  At the very least this should be through genuinely 

public performances (rather than just to a closed audience from the same societal 

group as the participants), perhaps supported by the expertise of other professionals 

with additional performance expertise.  Fleishman (2016) concurs when he suggests 

that participative projects give people a voice for local storytelling but not a voice on 

the institutional stages from where they might challenge those institutions’ power.  

Building on the work of de Certeau (1984), Snyder-Young (2013) argues that a major 

limitation of AT is that the work of practitioners, focused closely on a time- and place-
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limited project, can often be merely short-term tactics within a war against particular 

social inequalities.  It is, however, only in the context of a long-term wide-reaching 

strategy that those techniques can be effective, and that means that artists must find for 

themselves active ways of resisting hegemonic social systems, rather than only 

working through their participants.  She goes further, urging practitioners to question 

whether in fact theatre is the most appropriate tactical agent for change within a 

strategy aimed at a specific societal transformation.  “It can be easier and safer to do 

things that feel like interventions, mobilisation, and action but, in reality, provide more 

catharsis for those participating than actual change in the real world” (Snyder-Young, 

2013: 135, emphasis original). 

 

Overall there is a view that any steps towards transformation triggered by participation 

in AT are small and temporally bounded by the project, what Schechner (1985) would 

call transportation rather than transformation.  His view that a series of transportative 

experiences can lead to permanent transformation, and Dolan’s (2005) notion of the 

accumulation of utopian performatives are supported by Balfour’s (2009) “theatre of 

'little changes' which eschews big claims of social efficacy” (347).  Snyder-Young 

(2013), however, argues that it is difficult to think of utopian performatives as 

anything more than ephemeral moments of pleasure that may create a transient sense 

of what Turner (1969) would call communitas.  There is no evidence that they create 

wider social change. 

 

This has led to a refocusing by some practitioners away from how effective AT may be 

in the long-term, to the affective change that can be created within individual projects 

(Nicholson, 2016), a notion that aligns with the emotional dimension of the theatrical 

event (Eversmann, 2004a).  Dewsbury (2011) asserts that transformation is as much an 

affective and embodied process dependent on relational interaction as it is a cognitive 

practice, which leads Nicholson (2016) to conclude that it is in performative 

interaction that transformation happens, not following subsequent cognitive 

processing.  This relational ontology challenges the constructivist approach that 

Performance Studies traditionally brings to the discussion of efficacy, a notion 

introduced in Section 1.3. 

 

Thompson (2009b) further argues that the affective element should be the primary 

goal of AT projects.  For him a focus on effect is inherently limited, especially in the 
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contexts of war and disaster in which he has worked, and he prefers a renewed 

commitment to pleasure and enjoyment as the basis of a practice that uses individuals’ 

affection for each other to trigger societal change. This affective approach collapses 

Schechner’s (2003) efficacy-entertainment binary and is reflected in Snyder-Young’s 

(2013) opinion that efficacy may be achieved via affective means.  Building on earlier 

calls for love (Sandoval, 2000) and the erotic (Lorde, 1984) to be used as routes to 

social transformation, she argues, from a phenomenological and post-colonial feminist 

perspective, that embodied modes of power and knowledge centred on empathy and 

emotion might be more effective tools for social transformation, or at least might work 

in combination with critical distance as a means of triggering social change. 

 

Consideration of transformativity is only relevant if it is possible to measure any 

change that occurs.  Etherton and Prentki (2006) claim that “through imagination and 

creativity, thoroughness of analysis, and participatory methodologies, AT practitioners 

can contribute significantly to making lasting social change” (154).  Despite 

Rancière’s (1991) opinion that “whoever emancipates doesn't have to worry about 

what the emancipated person learns. He will learn what he [sic] wants, nothing 

maybe” (18), they go on to assert that measurement of impact is essential but also 

problematic.  Short-term monitoring and evaluation is possible but the criteria used are 

often driven by the desires of facilitators and the demands of institutions (including 

funders) whose aims for social change may be different from and even antagonistic 

towards those of local participants.  Such evaluation may capture short-lived affective 

responses within the lifetime of a project, but long-term material and cultural impacts 

are often ignored and hence the measurable transformative power of AT to create 

societal change is not measured (ibid.).  

 

The model that AT is based on reinforces this situation.  The creative journey is 

usually brought to an end by a climactic performance that triggers critique and a 

review of participants’ processes.  After the performance however, participants go 

back to their real lives, their everyday struggles.  They have no performance to aim 

for, their struggles continue, and any ongoing transformation is not measured 

(Neelands, 2007).  My own experience in youth theatre reflects this.  I developed an 

evaluation and award scheme to measure and recognise young people’s individual 

development, based on facilitator observation and using youth theatre activities as 

measurement tools (Richardson, 2015: 106).  Translation of individual transformations 
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into the real world was occasionally reported in letters from grateful parents, and I am 

aware of the ongoing impact of youth theatre participation in the adult lives of a few of 

those I worked with through private correspondence (ibid.) or occasional magazine 

articles (for example Love, 2018).  However, at no point have I, or to my knowledge 

has anybody else, practitioner or researcher, developed a study to assess the 

transformative potential of youth theatre over an individual’s lifetime. 

 

Whilst most writers consider the potential transformativity of participation in AT only 

for actors, Snyder-Young (2013) also considers the potential transformation of 

audiences at AT performances.  She concurs with Bennett (1990) and the Theatrical 

Event Working Group (Cremona et al., 2004) when she acknowledges that individual 

spectators bring their own subjective experience to any performance, and suggests that 

the transformation of audiences at AT performances is consequently difficult to 

predict.  Following  Sandoval’s (2000) notion of love as a socially transformative 

force, she suggests that the key to transformativity is the development of an empathic 

connection between actors and audiences.  This has its limits, however.  It may be 

difficult to create empathy if the performance is too far removed from the spectators’ 

own experiences.  Equally, too strong an empathic connection centred on negative 

emotions such as anger can obstruct transformativity.  Ultimately she concedes that 

AT practitioners have paid little attention to audience response, this having been more 

the focus of political theatre, where the explicit aim is social change through 

spectators’ post-performance actions. 

 

3.5.3 Transformativity, Bourdieu, and their relevance to this thesis 

In Chapter 2, I explored the notions of deaf and hearing as Bourdieusian fields and 

offered examples of the oppression of deaf people by the hearing hegemony, 

consequent on the power inequalities between those fields.  In this chapter I have 

extended this notion by considering the power inequalities that are often inherent in 

cross-cultural performance, and given specific examples where these power 

imbalances are evident in performance that involves deaf and hearing people, for 

example the National Theatre of the Deaf in late 20th century America.  I have also 

noted that linguistic ideologies inform the performance practices prevalent in each 

field.  To recap, Fischer-Lichte (2014) describes tonality as one of the elements of 

materiality of performance, but ignores linguistic modality.  In so doing, she 

constructs a concept of performance that is dependent on spoken voice, and thus 
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excludes deaf people.  Conversely, Peters (2006) and others describe an indigenous 

deaf theatre that is performed in a signed language and thus limits participation by 

hearing people. 

 

The aim of this thesis is to explore the possibility of performance that offers equal 

participation for deaf and hearing people.  In the case of the actors, this means moving 

away from the models described above, putting aside ideological prejudices to allow 

the development of meaningful participative and democratic processes, and creating 

something that offers equality of participation for spectators.  In the context of a 

methodological approach drawn from AT, the achievement of equality of participation 

by the actors can usefully be framed as the transformativity of this project.  In 

exploring my research question I will question not only whether the project is 

transformative for the actors, but also whether there is an impact on the actors beyond 

the temporal constraints of the data generation period, and whether there is an impact 

in wider society, promoting equality of citizenship for deaf and hearing people? 

 

The notion of transformativity is less useful as a frame for interrogating the 

participation of the spectators.  As already noted, AT methodologies do not often 

consider the impact on the audience.  Broader concepts of performance are also not 

helpful.  The performances created by the actors do not sit at the more playful end of 

Schechner’s (2003: 130) “efficacy-entertainment” continuum and as such cannot be 

said to create the ritual liminality required for the achievement of his concept of 

transformation.  Furthermore, neither transformation via the repeated utopian 

performatives of Dolan, nor the gradual enchantment suggested by Fischer-Lichte 

seem to be possible when the performance consists of only a small number of short 

scenes, repeatedly interrupted to discuss and manage the research process.  Instead, 

then, equality of participation for the audience will be framed in the context of 

Sauter’s theatrical event, a concept that does not embrace the notion of transformation.  

Rather the focus in the analysis will be on the expectations and prejudices that 

spectators draw from their own societal context, and whether they can put these 

expectations and prejudices aside as they enter the performance space. 

 

In Bourdieusian terms, the potential transformation of the actors, and the conscious 

decision of the spectators to ignore societal contexts can both be described as over-

riding habitus and ignoring the doxa of the field with which one self-identifies, to find 
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a common ground with all participants, irrespective of their own self-identification.  

To date, Bourdieu’s name has rarely been connected with Performance Studies 

(Savran, 2001), but there is some precedent for using field theory here.  The field of 

‘Sociological Performance Studies’ is being developed in the Netherlands by 

Laermans (2015), and applied in her work by van Assche (2018).  Elsewhere, 

Shevtsova (2001) suggests that Bourdieu provides a useful heuristic for thinking about 

theatre as social practice, a means of analysing Boal’s (1995) claim that dramatic 

processes act both as the object of research and as a tool for understanding the context 

in which they occur.   As she points out, 

 

Theatre practitioners as everyday individuals move [...] through the networks of 

social life, and the practice they do collectively, contact with spectators included 

- can neither be dissociated nor isolated from them. 

(Shevstova, 2001:135) 

 

Furthermore, in the field of Applied Theatre, Österlind (2008) uses the concept of 

habitus as a tool for interrogating the efficacy of Theatre of the Oppressed projects, 

although she focuses exclusively on habitus and the consequent practice of 

individuals, without recognising the interdependency of habitus and field.  Pavis 

(1998) makes passing reference to the concept of accumulated cultural capital when 

building his notion of the ‘legitimate’ spectator.  More convincingly, and appropriately 

drawing on the interactivity of Bourdieu’s different concepts, O'Toole (2013) applies 

the notion of cultural capital in the context of translator’s habitus and the national 

fields of Ireland and China to analyse the power relations informing cross-cultural 

theatre projects and to conceptualise a global field of cultural production.   

 

Additionally, I suggest there are useful comparisons between field theory and 

performance theory.  Bourdieu’s (1998) description of action as play matches the 

theories of authors cited throughout this chapter. Schechner’s (2006) notion of 

performance as play and ritual can be understood as the agency of the individual 

subverting and adapting the more structured predispositions of habitus.  Fischer-

Lichte’s concept of performance (2014) builds on earlier work in Germany by 

Herrmann, who like Sauter (2000) views theatre as only play, explicitly aligning 

performance with behaviour in a field.  Other theories of play concur with this reading.  

For Caillois (1979), games both reflect society and are a means of training individuals 
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how to behave in that society.  This is achieved by players learning how to exercise 

power in playing (Sutton-Smith, 1997) and subordinating themselves to the rules of 

the game, allowing the game to play the player (Gadamer, 1979).   

 

Bourdieu’s understanding that each constituent part of a field is both structured by and 

structuring of the other constituent parts of the field is also relevant to performance.  

Performance spaces are both created by and contribute to creating a performance 

(Fischer-Lichte, 2014).  Ritual is designed to transform the participants, but is also 

transformed by them (Schechner, 1985).  Autopoietic systems such as Fischer-Lichte’s 

feedback loop are both producers and products (Carlson, 2008) with each participant’s 

responses structured by and structuring of the others’.   

 

Finally, the notion of liminality is also distinctly Bourdieusian, expressed by him as 

hysteresis.  In theatre, it is the creation of liminality through autopoiesis, emergence 

and particularly the displacement of binaries that creates a disruption between field 

and habitus.  As described in Section 2.1.5, the result is behaviour inappropriate to the 

field (Bourdieu, 1997) but also transient opportunities for social change (Hardy, 2014).  

This creation of a new reality separate from everyday life (Schechner, 2006) is a site in 

which a tertiary habitus can develop, creating the transformative potential discussed 

above in Section 3.5.1.   

 

To conclude, this chapter has introduced a number of relevant concepts from 

Performance Studies.  As a starting point I introduced the concepts of performance put 

forward by Schechner (2006), Fischer-Lichte (2014) and Sauter (2000), before 

drawing from those concepts specific ideas relevant to this thesis:  the materiality of 

performance, cross-cultural and bilingual theatre (including theatre by or with deaf 

people), and approaches to studying audiences.  Subsequently I considered the genre 

of Applied Theatre and the technique of devising, both relevant to the methods of this 

project, before introducing and critiquing the notion of transformativity.  I finished the 

chapter by considering the relevance of transformativity to this project,  and of 

Bourdieu, noting a number of antecedents for such an approach. 

 

This completes my discussion of the different dimensions of the theoretical frame of 

this project.  In Chapter 4 I turn to my methodological approach and the specific 

methods undertaken within this research project. 
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Chapter 4:  The search for utopia 
 

In this chapter, I turn to the methodology and methods of this research project.  

Freire’s seminal work Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1996) forms the theoretical basis 

for my methodological approach, and I begin by exploring its application both in 

participant-centred and so-called ‘deaf-friendly’ research (Singleton, Martin and 

Morgan, 2015), and in Applied Theatre methods. Subsequently, I draw on the theories 

of audience reception put forward in Section 3.3 to explore my methodological 

approach to my audience participants, before considering my own position within this 

project.  I finish the chapter by introducing the methods of my research. 

 

4.1 Participant-centred methodologies 

 

Freire (1968/1996) developed his pedagogy in the particular geographical and 

historical context of Brazil in the 1950s and 1960s, with its backdrop of exploitation 

and the strong desire of the ordinary people for their liberation from an oppressive 

ruling elite.  Since that time, the principles contained within his pedagogy have been 

applied by Freire and others in many different contexts.  This includes settings in 

which a minority language is suppressed because it is perceived as inferior to the 

language of the dominant culture (Fleischer, 2008), as is the case for signed languages 

(see Section 2.5.1).  In this section, I summarise Freire’s pedagogy, then discuss its 

application in different forms of Participatory Action Research.  I conclude the section 

by considering the implications for this thesis of adopting a Freirean methodology. 

 

4.1.1 Freire and the Pedagogy of the Oppressed 

Freire’s ontological position is inherently socially constructionist.  If oppression is 

socially constructed then it can be removed by social action.  Methodologically he 

proposes a two-stage process.  Firstly, unveil the oppression and commit to its 

transformation.  Subsequently, apply a new pedagogy to all people, oppressors and 

oppressed, to stimulate change.  Importantly, the transformation of a world in which 

there is oppression must be led by the oppressed, as only they fully understand the 

challenges of their own situation.  Any work by allies (who by their very nature derive 

from the oppressor group) should be carried out with the oppressed, if it occurs at all.  

This requires allies to reposition themselves, and demands effective two-way 



   

 

Page 90 

communication and commitment from leaders and people.  Additionally, the 

oppressed should seek to achieve equality with, but not dominance over, their former 

oppressors:  “the oppressed must not, in seeking to regain their humanity... become in 

turn oppressors of the oppressors, but rather restorers of the humanity of both” (Freire, 

1996: 26). 

 

Freire calls his methods ‘dialogic action’, underpinned by ‘praxis’, a process of 

constant simultaneous action and reflection based on theory, undertaken by 

teachers/leaders and learners/people alike.  Revolutionary leaders who are with the 

people engage in dialogic action; those who ignore dialogue are only for the people 

and risk both misunderstanding the needs of the oppressed and potentially becoming 

the oppressors of the future.  At the root of dialogic action is cooperation, a drive for 

unity among the oppressed.  When the people organise they can realise transformation 

and achieve Rancière’s (2013) notion of equality through action.  For Freire, real and 

permanent cultural change is possible, a position that contradicts Bourdieu’s view that 

a field is always hierarchical (Thomson, 2014). 

 

Where Bourdieu describes the conditions that create oppression, Freire focuses on 

oppression as practice.  Techniques he identifies include ‘divide and rule’; 

‘manipulation’, often through the establishment of pacts between oppressor and 

oppressed; and ‘cultural invasion’, the imposition of the dominant world-view on the 

cultural milieu of the oppressed.  The last of these is particularly relevant to this thesis:  

it can result in a stifling of creativity and self-expression, and to inauthenticity within 

the invaded culture, which starts to respond to the values and goals of the oppressors.  

This is particularly marked when the oppressed identify their own culture as inferior 

and accept their subjugation and dependence on a superior oppressor, a situation that is 

especially common among the poorly educated.  Accordingly, the true revolutionary 

must trust the people, but also be aware of the ambiguity of the oppressed resulting 

from the individual not only suffering symbolic violence but also internalising the 

values of the oppressor.  Examples of these oppressive practices are seen within this 

project and are presented in Section 8.1.4. 

	

The triggers for Freire’s pedagogy align closely with those for Bourdieu and his field 

theory:  dominance and oppression (Burawoy, 2011).  Both understand society as a 

site of struggle in which the ideologies (or doxa) and institutions of the dominant 
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classes establish and maintain hierarchies that subjugate the oppressed.  For Bourdieu, 

however, this is a permanent state.    Habitus is difficult to over-ride (Bourdieu, 

1977a) and even a state of hysteresis that results in the restructuring of a field (Hardy, 

2014) does not remove the essential conditions of that field: that it has doxa, and can 

only exist following the internalisation of the arbitrary ideologies that produce that 

doxa.  As the doxa is the mechanism that maintains hierarchies within fields, all social 

spaces are permanent sites of inequality. 

 

Furthermore, although he does not mention Freire explicitly, Bourdieu is critical of 

what he calls ‘populist pedagogies’ (implicitly including Freire) as misguided and 

failing to recognise the power of ideological hegemony (Bourdieu and Passeron, 

1990). Instead, he proposes a ‘rational pedagogy’ in which the dominant culture is 

inculcated into disadvantaged and minority groups.  This is a potential route to 

equality through the universal internalisation of the doxa, although Bourdieu does 

consider this a utopian and unachievable project (Burawoy, 2011).  For Freire this 

approach represents nothing less than the “perfection of domination” (ibid.: 2). 

 

For Rancière (2003), Bourdieu’s ‘sociocratic’ perspective is fundamentally anti-

democratic, disallowing any meaningful move towards equality.  Like Freire and 

Mouffe (2006), Rancière believes that agonistic confrontation is essential for pluralist 

democracy, and that through agonistic processes, hierarchies can be removed.  If true 

equality can be achieved, effective application of Freirean pedagogy can thus 

potentially lead to the destruction of a Bourdieusian field and the creation of a new 

space that cannot be described using Bourdieusian concepts.   I return to this notion in 

the discussion in Section 8.1. 

 

4.1.2 Participatory Action Research 

The application of Freirean pedagogy within the general paradigm of Participatory 

Action Research is particularly relevant to this thesis and I present it here.  

Subsequently the more specific relevance of Freire’s work to deaf-centred research is 

discussed in the following section. 

 

Participatory research is a qualitative methodology that is inductive and collaborative 

(Cornwall and Jewkes, 1995).  In the Freirean model, it aims at empowering oppressed 

groups by relying on their expertise to guide the process:  co-learning through 
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participation by researchers and community members allows researchers and 

participants to generate local knowledge and apply it more publicly with the intention 

of achieving liberating social change (Herr and Anderson, 2014).  In Bourdieusian 

terms, participatory research allows individuals in a field to acquire symbolic capital, a 

process that aims to flatten the hierarchies within that field. 

 

Finn (1994), reviewing the literature of the time, identifies three key elements that 

distinguish participatory research.  Firstly, it is people-centred, responding to the 

experiences and needs of members of often disenfranchised groups.  Secondly, it 

supports the empowerment of those groups through the generation of shared 

knowledge and critical awareness.  Thirdly, it relies on Freire’s idea of praxis, the 

inseparability of theory and practice, with a commitment to improving both.  

Alongside each of these elements, participatory research also maintains critical 

awareness of the interaction between individuals and the society in which they act, or 

as Bourdieu would have it, the mutual structuring of habitus and field. 

 

Reason and Bradbury (2001) focus their definitions on ‘action research’, but the 

centrality of participation remains, despite its omission from their terminology. 

 

Action research is a participatory, democratic process concerned with 

developing practical knowledge in the pursuit of worthwhile human purposes...  

It seeks to bring together action and reflection, theory and practice, in 

participation with others, in the pursuit of practical solutions to issues of 

pressing concern to people, and more generally the flourishing of individual 

persons and their communities. 

(Reason and Bradbury, 2001: 1) 

 

These authors identify five characteristics of action research:  it is participative and 

democratic; it seeks the production of practically relevant knowledge; it recognises 

diverse forms of knowing; it emerges over time as a developmental process; and the 

purposes to which it is applied are worthwhile, broadly considered as a flourishing of 

people, their communities, or the environment in which they function. 

 

Underpinning this for Reason and Bradbury is the importance of emancipation, or in 

terms more relevant to this thesis, transformation:  action research challenges old 
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knowledge, generates new knowledge and empowers participants to produce further 

knowledge beyond the end of the project.  This process of empowerment is founded 

on the theoretical framework provided by Freire (1996), and is central to Participatory 

Action Research (hereafter PAR) and more specifically to research on language and 

power (Cameron et al., 1992).  As Gaventa and Cornwall note, “power and knowledge 

are inextricably intertwined” (2008: 172).  It is the powerful that set the agenda for 

knowledge production; but control of knowledge “is critical to the exercise of power” 

(ibid.: 174).   

 

Landmark studies based on the principles of PAR are the Participatory Rural Appraisal 

projects of Chambers (1994a; 1994b; 1994c).  These are rural development projects 

grounded on Freirean theory in which participatory analysis is carried out by local 

people.  Dialogue is central, with the aim of enhancing awareness, confidence and 

empowerment by prioritising the ‘emic’ or indigenous knowledge over the ‘etic’ (the 

perspective of the outsider/researcher).  In this research paradigm, the role of the 

researcher is to establish rapport and build trust with the local people (Christopher et 

al., 2008).  This first step in action research 

 

turns out to be central:  the formation of a communicative space [...] and to do 

so in a way that will permit people to achieve mutual understanding and 

consensus about what to do, in the knowledge that the legitimacy of any 

conclusions and decisions reached by the participants will be proportional to 

the degree of authentic engagement of those concerned. 

(Kemmis, 2001: 100) 

 

In other words, the researcher’s responsibility is not only to establish rapport and trust, 

but also to empower participants within the research process.  This empowerment is 

only achievable by researchers acknowledging their own privilege within the process, 

and being prepared to surrender their own power. 

 

What follows is cooperative inquiry by a group in which everybody can act fully as 

both co-researcher and co-subject (Heron and Reason, 2001).  The researcher is 

necessarily embedded within this communicative space (Lewis and Russell, 2011) as a 

team member not only acting as a participant observer but with specific responsibility 

for facilitating a participatory process which is empowering and in which knowledge 
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is owned, analysed and used by local people with the intention of producing personal 

and institutional change (Chambers, 1994b). 

 

Chamber’s work with action research suggests that participation can be empowering, 

that local people can do more than initially anticipated by researchers, and that the 

findings they produce are at least as valid and reliable as findings generated in less 

participatory studies.  Rahnema (1999) agrees that participation can be transformative, 

although he cautions that for it to be meaningful, it needs to be free and unbiased.  As 

we understand from Bourdieu, this can be problematic, as all fields are sites of 

hierarchy and struggle, dominated groups do not experience freedom, and bias is 

endemic.  In PAR, critical awareness of these challenges, and an openness to 

unlearning negative practices is an essential first step, although a Bourdieusian 

perspective suggests that the process of relearning, of over-riding habitus is difficult 

(Bourdieu, 1977a). A full critique of the transformative potential of PAR in the 

specific context relevant to this thesis, Applied Theatre, has already been given in 

Section 3.5.2. 

 

The methods of PAR are most effective when developed to fit the environment and the 

participants, as long as the process is participant led, which implies that the methods 

can be adapted to fit a range environments.  It is from this premise that we can take the 

step to deaf-centred research, which I introduce in the next section; and to Applied 

Theatre, which I consider as methodology in Section 4.2.2.  

 

4.1.3 Deaf-centred research 

Within academia, there has long been a power imbalance between hearing researchers 

and the deaf subjects of their research.  Commenting on this, O’Brien and Emery 

(2014: 35) note that “Deaf Studies is a discipline that is inherently political” (28).  

They observe that the field is dominated by hearing researchers, that deaf academics 

have relatively little power, and that an alternative paradigm exists in which 

 

it is not only those who work as academics who have views and thoughts about 

their language, community, and culture, but also Deaf individuals whose first 

language is a minority one and whose culture differs from the one that is 

common to academia (O’Brien and Emery 2014: 35). 
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Indeed they extend O’Brien’s (2012) earlier doctoral work by proposing the use of 

Bourdieusian thinking tools (habitus, capital and field) as an alternative socio-political 

framework for considering the power imbalance between deaf and hearing academics. 

 

O'Brien (2017) has continued to critique the hearing hegemony in research, and the 

relative unimportance to hearing researchers of deaf cultural values.  He draws on an 

ethical framework developed for research with Kaupapa Maoris, which represents a 

Freirean praxis created bottom-up by Maori communities.  O’Brien identifies 

similarities between Maori and deaf communities, as oppressed minorities, and uses 

their framework to develop his own ethical framework for research with deaf people.  

Working with a group of deaf academics he suggests four preliminary principles: the 

primacy of signed languages in all stages of research with deaf people; self-

determination, that is deaf people should lead deaf research; identity preservation, that 

is deaf researchers should be role models and resist the urge to become more hearing; 

and community development.		O’Brien is also a leading figure in the Bridging the Gap 

series of conferences in the UK that aim to ensure that conversations about research 

design and dissemination ‘bridge the gap’ between the deaf community and those who 

research it (Emery, 2017). 

 

Parallel developments have taken place in the field of sign language interpreting 

research.	 	Building on earlier work by Turner and Harrington (2009) on power and 

method, Wurm and Napier (2017) aim to redress the balance between researched and 

researcher.  They use a theoretical framework similar to that of Chambers in the rural 

development setting; and also draw on Gaventa and Cornwall (2008) in proposing 

participatory methods as a means of redressing power imbalance.  Furthermore, in 

agreement with other writers (for example Dickinson, 2010; Young and Temple, 2014; 

Napier and Leeson, 2016) they acknowledge a particular paradigm relating to power:  

“Being hearing, thus representing the dominant society, presents us with an inherent 

privilege that cannot be ignored and should certainly be acknowledged” (Wurm and 

Napier, 2017: 106).  

 

In an attempt to combat this inequality, Singleton, Martin and Morgan (2015) provide, 

from a review of the relevant literature, a useful overview of ethics and good practice 

for what they call ‘deaf-friendly’ research methods.  Related work by Harris, Holmes 

and Mertens generates specific principles for research ethics in what they refer to as 
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Sign Language communities (2009: 114).  These principles foreground the authority of 

deaf people in research on their community and cultural practices.  Applying the 

principles retrospectively to research on Kenyan Sign Language, Hochgesang is clear 

that better findings can follow from the creation of a “mutually beneficial and 

respectful research partnership between the researcher and the researched” (2015: 12):  

ideally deaf people should be involved from the inception of a research project, rather 

than merely as sources of data. 

 

In devising my research methods (as outlined below in Section 4.4), I aim to be 

participant-centred.  Given my own hearing status and thus etic position in relation to 

the deaf community, this demands that I pay particular attention to the needs of deaf-

participants, as described here, in addition to following my own hearing 

predispositions.  I thus develop a methodological approach that is neither on nor for 

deaf people, but rather with and by deaf participants working alongside hearing 

participants and a hearing researcher. 

 

4.1.4 Implications for this thesis 

In concluding this section, I now consider the implications for this project of drawing 

on PAR methodologies.  Additionally I explore the approaches that I choose to draw 

from the principles of deaf-centred research in the project’s realisation, specifically 

referring to the practical recommendations of Young and Hunt (2011) for research 

with deaf people.  I present the implementation of these principles in Section 4.4 on 

methods, at the end of this chapter, and critique the effectiveness of their 

implementation as part of my conclusions in Section 9.2. 

 

Firstly, the research should be (deaf- and hearing-) participant led (as much as 

possible within the institutional expectations of a doctoral project), to ensure data 

generated from an emic perspective and based on the life experiences of the 

participants.  This means therefore that within the project itself, participants should 

have the power and the freedom to determine both what knowledge is generated and 

the manner in which it is produced, rather than only serving as sources of data to meet 

my ends.  Furthermore, deaf and hearing participants should be considered equally, 

aiming for a cultural synthesis in which neither perspective is denied and in which 

neither group has dominance over the other. 
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Secondly, BSL should be highly visible within the project.  Accordingly, all activities 

should be presented in both BSL and English.  Data should be generated in the 

language of each participant’s choice, and findings disseminated in both languages.  

The presentation of all documents relating to consent should be not only in written 

English (as demanded by university ethics committee procedures), but also in spoken 

English and BSL, with opportunities to ask and have answered any questions relating 

to informed consent in participants’ choice of language. 

 

Thirdly, in the selection of participants, deaf and hearing people should not be 

considered as ontologically homogenous.  Selection should not be on the basis of an 

all-encompassing but inadequate definition of what it is to be deaf or hearing, rather 

on the basis of their interest and participation in theatre.  Within the selection process, 

participants should be numerically balanced between those who self-identify as deaf 

and choose to use BSL in performance, and those who self-identify as English 

speaking and hearing.  (This binary opposition is problematic, as already mentioned in 

Section 2.3.4, but pragmatically useful at the start of the project as it matches the 

groups into which theatre venues and companies place spectators when considering 

access requirements). 

 

Beyond the recommendations of Young and Hunt (2011) there are further 

methodological considerations deriving from the visual orientation of deaf people 

(Bahan, 2008).  Following groundbreaking work with deaf children (Sutherland and 

Young, 2014), Sutherland and Rogers (2014) advocate the use of visually reliant tools 

such as photographs and filmmaking to maximise deaf people's contributions, 

techniques that have now been employed by deaf academics O'Brien and Kusters 

(2017).  The use of theatrical performance as the method of this project sits within the 

broad paradigm of visual methods in Deaf Studies and might be beneficial in 

supporting engagement by both deaf and hearing participants.  Indeed Bechter (2008), 

in his ideas on Deaf Theory and Deaf Method, proposes storytelling as a fundamental 

tool of Deaf Studies. 

 

The literature covered in this chapter also suggests implications for my own role 

within this project.  My own background as practitioner, researcher and member of the 

hearing hegemony (see Section 4.3 below) places me in a position of power.  It is my 

responsibility, therefore, within a PAR project, to use that power as a resource to 
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support social change (Gaventa and Cornwall, 2008), and to give up my own power, 

as far as possible, in the interest of empowering my participants.  This suggests that 

my role should at times be less the director of a performance project and more an 

embedded participant observer (Lewis and Russell, 2011). 

 

Additionally, I should not only generate constructivist knowledge derived from my 

own analysis of the data.  Instead, I should adopt a social constructionist approach and 

recruit audience focus groups to generate additional metadata that can support the 

analysis of the theatrical material created within this project.  Such audience focus 

groups should be led by the actors in the language of their choice, to avoid any 

influence from my own potentially greater knowledge of the topic (see Section 4.3) 

than the participants (Baker-Shenk and Kyle, 1990).  To refer back to Harris, Holmes 

and Mertens, “The authority for the construction of meanings and knowledge within 

the Sign Language community rests with the community’s members” (2009: 114).  In 

my project, interrogating equality of participation, this sense of epistemological 

autonomy applies equally to deaf and hearing participants. 

 

Finally, Freire advocates for ongoing cycles of inquiry with four stages:  plan – act – 

observe – reflect (Herr and Anderson, 2014).  It is worth noting that this research 

project represents only one cycle of inquiry into this subject.  It has, however, been 

preceded by other cycles, carried out by myself (see Section 4.3 below) and others 

(already described in Section 3.2.4).  Furthermore, it does not and cannot represent a 

cycle that brings this inquiry to a close.  This project produces findings situated in a 

specific time and place; findings that need testing in the wider world through further 

action research cycles, carried out by other researchers and practitioners beyond the 

limits of this project. 

 

4.2 Performance methodologies 

 

To summarise from Section 4.1.1, the starting point for Freire’s pedagogy in action is 

the development of themes based on the aspirations of the oppressed, identified by 

joint investigation by teachers and learners (or leaders and people).  The process 

should be learner-led, not created and presented by teachers; the teachers’ role is to 

learn from the worldview of the students, and to re-present themes to the learners as 

problems to be solved.  Additional themes should only be introduced by the teacher 
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later, if they are felt to enhance the process; and then only through dialogue and with 

the consent of the learners.  A range of teaching and learning tools can be used, often 

visual.  Here I turn to the use of theatre as a Freirean pedagogical tool, specifically 

through the work of Boal and his legacy in the field of Applied Theatre. 

 

4.2.1 Boal and the Theatre of the Oppressed 

Boal’s first contact with the Pedagogy of the Oppressed was during a 1973 People’s 

Theatre of Peru literacy project, which aimed to use theatre to give illiterate oppressed 

people a means of self-expression and self-education (Boal, 2000).  From here he 

developed his own Poetics of the Oppressed, a method of “rehearsal-theatre” rather 

than “spectacle-theatre” (ibid.: 142) in which passive spectators can become actors 

within the dramatic action, so called ‘spect-actors’ (ibid.).  Taking the role of 

protagonists, they can experiment with potential solutions to the conflicts presented 

within the action, conflicts that derive from their own real world experience of 

oppression.  This is a socially constructionist approach of theatre as discourse:  the 

spect-actors know how it will begin, but any resolution remains open. “It is not the 

place of the theatre to show the correct path, but only to offer the means by which all 

possible paths may be examined” (ibid.: 141). 

 

Despite eschewing the potential role of theatre as a tool of political indoctrination, 

Boal’s sociological position is overtly Marxist:  participants are encouraged to break 

free of oppressive societal structures (Auslander, 1997).  In this, his Poetics build on 

the earlier work of Brecht, for whom “the theatre as we know it shows the structure of 

society (represented on the stage) as incapable of being influenced by society (in the 

auditorium)” (1964: 189).  Brecht aims for a theatre that is politically matched to the 

historical context, an ‘Epic’ theatre that encourages the development of an active 

theatrical public sphere with “structured discussion on questions of public interest” 

(Balme, 2014: 2).  His ambition is the intellectual engagement of spectators:  “a 

theatre that makes no contact with the public is a nonsense” (Brecht, 1964: 7).  The 

over-riding aim of his work is the development of an anti-establishment moral stance 

within the audience that might subsequently trigger political action: a challenge to 

inequality, and with it, societal transformation. 

 

Brecht’s approach, like earlier playwrights, maintains the actor/dramatist hegemony 

over performance processes.  Boal goes further by promoting the idea of spectators 



   

 

Page 100 

invading the stage (Boal, 2000), the central concept of the Theatre of the Oppressed.  

Boal seeks the left-wing transformation espoused by Brecht, but advocates its 

achievement by spectators becoming actors.  For Boal, it is in the action of 

transforming the stage action that personal (and possibly community) transformation is 

situated (Purcell, 2013), because the act of trespass into the domain of the actors 

liberates the spectator and provides the freedom to act against the oppression being re-

presented by the actors (Boal, 2000).  Participation by spectators who might have low 

levels of literacy and little confidence as performers is encouraged by privileging 

physical over verbal text (Auslander, 1997) and by allowing the body to be used in a 

theatrical language available to those who feel they have no voice (Kelleher, 2009). 

 

The body, then, is the essential element of Boal’s Poetics.  He follows Brecht’s 

concept of ‘gestus’, the physical attitudes that people adopt that represent their 

relational ideological positions (Unwin, 2014), in understanding the body as the site 

for the expression of oppression.  The body is shaped by the mechanisms of 

oppression, by symbolic violence as much as physical violence, and hence that 

violence can be most readily exposed through the body.  The first step of Boal’s 

theatre is to reveal the oppressed body, through the process of spect-acting, thereby 

allowing it to be freed from oppressor ideologies (Auslander, 1997) and creating space 

for the creation of a new ‘gestus’.  This is a concept similar to those already described:  

Nicholson (2014) and the rewriting of narratives of identity in Applied Theatre 

projects; and Bourdieu (1997) and the restructuring of habitus during hysteresis. 

 

Boal’s techniques are most widely known as Forum Theatre (Boal, 2002), an exercise 

that Bourdieu would recognise as the creation of forced hysteresis.  The dramatic 

action re-presents oppressive acts well known to the spectators from their own field.  

In choosing to enter the action, however, spectators are given the opportunity to put 

aside their own oppressed habitus and adopt, however briefly, the habitus of a 

character that has the power to make change.  This is the moment of hysteresis, a time 

when there is the possibility of restructuring field and habitus.  Whether the performed 

habitus and restructured field can be translated into real life is a contested notion.  

Bourdieu himself thought it difficult to expunge hegemonic practice from a field, the 

sociocratic anti-democratic view contested by Rancière (2003).  For Österlind (2008), 

however, Boalian techniques work to make field relations visible, and from here re-

structuring of the field, Boal’s pursuit of liberation for the oppressed, is possible. A 
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full critique of the transformative potential of AT has already been presented in 

Section 3.5.2. 

 

4.2.2 The role of Applied Theatre in this project 

The work of Boal has been a major influence on AT (Nicholson, 2014), the 

performance practice discussed in Section 3.4.1.  Indeed Boal has been described as 

“the iconic and definitive practitioner of the sub field of AT” (Neelands, 2007: 311).  

Boalian techniques have been used internationally in a wide range of contexts, for 

example in the UK with young black men (Macmillan, 2004), in post-apartheid South 

Africa (Marlin-Curiel, 2004), for the empowerment of children in South Asia 

(Etherton, 2004) and working with the rural poor in India (Ganguly, 2004). 

 

The specific relevance of AT to this project is as the methodological foundation of the 

work of the actors during the data generation week. Mackey (2016a) notes that unlike 

other performance practice-as-research projects, the focus of the work here is not the 

researcher but the practice of others.  Many people are responsible for creating 

knowledge, a situation that requires the negotiation of hierarchies and power 

inequalities if the somewhat utopian aim is for contributions to be made within a 

horizontal structure.  Pretty et al. (1995) might define the model of participation 

adopted by this project as somewhat “functional” (61), in that being doctoral research, 

the project is necessarily established and initially facilitated by an external figure (the 

lead researcher).  It does however demonstrate some features of their understanding of 

“interactive participation” (ibid.: 61), in that participants are involved in some analysis 

and decision-making independently of the lead researcher.  The project does not (and 

cannot), however, correspond to Pretty et al.’s deepest level of participation:  “self-

mobilisation” (ibid.: 61). 

 

The methodology is also appropriate to the actors’ participation if we consider AT as a 

laboratory in which identity can be explored and/or constructed (see Section (3.4.1).  

This project is different to most projects described in the literature, however, as these 

tend to focus on a single identity, developing an understanding of Me and Us as 

opposed to Them (Nicholson, 2014).  In contrast I am working with the range deaf and 

hearing identities, including bilingual identities, which can be found within the deaf 

and hearing fields.  In that sense this is an AT project aimed at identifying and 

crossing, or at least blurring, boundaries, as described by Prentki (2009).  It is this that 
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gives the project its cross-culturality, the separation between the cultures involved 

being the shifting and porous boundary between the deaf and hearing fields. 

 

Taking a broader perspective, adopting a performance methodology with visual 

methods encourages an approach that is particularly relevant to deaf participants.  This 

aligns with the use of photography and filmmaking as elicitation tools in research with 

deaf people conducted by O'Brien and Kusters (2017) respectively.  Indeed O'Brien 

(2013) identifies a number of visual methods used with deaf people, including video 

and photographic diaries, photo novellas and drawing.  Furthermore, Sutherland and 

Young (2014) advocate the use of visual methods such as photography and drawing in 

research with deaf children. 

 

Adopting a perspective that embraces all theatre practice is important to this project.  

Whilst it draws on AT methodologies in the design of the methods employed by the 

acting participants (see Section 4.4.1), it is not limited by that paradigm. Rather, AT 

provides a useful basis for interrogating the behaviours of the acting participants 

during the data generation week, as the democratic ambitions of such projects 

(outlined in Section 3.4) provide relevant indicators of the achievement of equality of 

participation by actors in the creative process.  This project is, however, concerned 

with the broader concept of performance, and a separate and significant part of the 

research is the response of the audience participants to the theatrical material created 

by the actors (see the following section), something not typically considered by AT 

projects.  Furthermore, the impact of the project is not intended to be limited only to 

the field of AT.  Routes to equality of participation (for actors and audiences) that are 

discovered within this project might equally be applicable to other areas of theatre 

practice. 

 

Before moving on to consider audience response methodologies, it is important to 

consider whether drawing on AT methodologies is appropriate for a deaf and hearing 

acting participant centred PAR project.  The implications of drawing on PAR 

methodologies, as discussed in Section 4.1.4, are summarised here: 

• The research should be participant led. 

• BSL should be highly visible in the project. 

• Deaf and hearing identities should not be considered as ontologically 

homogenous. 
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• Visual methods may maximise engagement by both deaf and hearing 

participants. 

• The researcher’s role should prioritise observation over practice. 

 

In Section 3.4.1, I describe features of AT, including the disempowerment of the 

practitioner in favour of the democratic participation of particular groups of people, a 

position I adopt in this project by taking a participant observer role rather than actively 

engaging in the devising process.  In adopting an AT approach with acting participants 

who self-identify as deaf or hearing, and the range of audiological statuses and 

language repertoires that those identities embody, an Applied Theatre practice-as-

research project can thus be considered as representing deaf and hearing participant 

centred research.  The methods used to ensure that this project remains participant-

centred are described in Section 4.4. 

 

4.2.3 Working with the audience 

The responses of real theatre audiences are not widely researched.  The majority of 

audience study has been either theoretical, for example the actor’s perception of the 

‘legitimate’ spectator (Pavis, 1998), or purely empirical, for example observation of 

behaviour or psycho-physiological processes, asking questions through questionnaires, 

interviews or focus groups; or participant observation of audiences (Schoenmakers and 

Tulloch, 2004).  More recently, however, a number of approaches have been 

developed in which data are generated and theory is used to attempt to explain the 

data. 

 

Methodologically this study adopts what Schoenmakers and Tulloch (2004) call a 

functional analysis, combining an investigation of the emotional and cognitive 

responses of spectators with the methods of a descriptive sociological approach that 

considers the characteristics of spectators and cultural predictors of participation 

(Eversmann, 2004b).  It uses Sauter’s (2000) conception of the theatrical event to 

analyse audience data in relation to the different frames of the performance (van 

Maanen, 2004), particularly the societal context, and the perceptual, cognitive, 

emotional and communicative dimensions of audience response (Eversmann, 2004a), 

as already described in Section 3.3.2. 
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In his comprehensive study of audiences of Chekhov and Shakespeare, Tulloch (2005) 

outlines a range of methods that can be used in the generation of data for such a 

functional analysis.  These include quantitative survey data, focused (qualitative) 

survey responses, post-coded (qualitative) survey responses, follow-up surveys, 

ethnographic case studies of individual spectators, long interviews and focus group 

discussions.  The last of these are based on the ‘theatre talks’ previously used by 

Sauter (2000: 176), in which a small group of people from a similar cultural 

background watch a performance and subsequently meet to discuss their experience of 

that performance.  These table talks are facilitated by Sauter’s research assistants, and 

later analysis considers both what people talked about, their description, interpretation 

and evaluation of the performance, and how they talked about it, their emotional 

response and the impact of their prejudices and prior expectations.  This is the 

methodological approach adopted by this thesis. 

 

4.3   Researcher positionality 

 

I now turn to discuss my own position in relation to the methodology and methods of 

this research project, and what I bring to the research. Such reflexivity is central to 

Bourdieu’s theory of practice.  It is insufficient simply to interrogate a phenomenon.  

Simultaneously the researcher should reflect on the social conditions within which that 

interrogation takes place (Bourdieu, 1990b).  Furthermore, attempting to adopt an 

objective position as a researcher risks the accidental perpetration of symbolic 

violence.  Conversely, working reflexively allows for control of researcher influence, 

and consequently greater objectivity (Swartz, 1997: 271). 

 

Given the relative positions of the deaf and hearing fields in the field of power, 

reflection on external societal conditions is particularly important in a project that 

includes deaf and hearing people, particularly when there is a single hearing lead 

researcher.  Deaf academics Kusters, De Meulder and O'Brien (2017) are not opposed 

to hearing academics engaging in research with deaf people, but they do foreground 

the importance of discussing positionality in a discipline in which deaf academics are 

in a minority.  In this situation, the potential for hegemonic practices to recreate 

oppression within research leads them to suggest that researchers reflect on and are 

open about both their positionality and their feelings about that positionality, and 

consider how those feelings lead them to behave towards the deaf community.	
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Here I consider not only my own cultural status, but also my connection with the deaf 

community and my prior experience of working with deaf people and using a signed 

language. Subsequently I discuss my experience as a theatre practitioner, relevant to 

this project, before considering how these contribute to my role as a practitioner 

researcher.  

 

4.3.1 My hearing habitus, and acquiring capital in the deaf field 

Audiologically, I am hearing.  I was born into a hearing family, raised within a 

hearing community and educated in a hearing school.  Both my primary and 

secondary habitus are hearing, and I spend most of my life in the hearing field.  My 

innate sense of Me and Us is hearing. 

 

From a young age, I had a sense of deaf as Them.  A childhood friend had deaf parents 

but despite being close neighbours, they did not participate in any of the frequent local 

community activities, choosing instead to socialise with other deaf people at the local 

deaf club.  At that time, I did not consider potential causes for their separation:  like 

Bauman (2008a), only when meeting deaf people as an adult did I recognise cultural 

differences, and come to the realisation that, according to the conceptualisations of 

Padden and Humphries (1988), I am culturally hearing.   

 

My background has features that would be recognisable to members of the deaf 

community.  Historically, many deaf people grew up in working class families (Ladd, 

2003).  In attending separate schools, often away from their home town, deaf children 

developed networks in two distinct social spheres (Padden and Humphries, 2005).  For 

deaf adults and their families, the parish church acted as a social centre, not only 

through Sunday worship but also providing a sense of togetherness that stretched 

throughout the week (Lewis and VanGilder, 2017).  Each of these paradigms also 

describe my own upbringing, and in my first forays into the deaf community, I felt 

elements of recognition.  I cannot, however, claim cultural similarity.  My first 

meetings with deaf people revealed to me the very different ways that deaf and 

hearing people have of perceiving and living in the world. 

 

In my early interactions in the deaf field, my inability to communicate effectively with 

deaf people was evident.  I did not have appropriate linguistic capital.  To rectify this I 

learnt to use British Sign Language (BSL), achieving a Level 6 qualification in the 
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Scottish Credit and Qualifications Framework; and later worked as a Communication 

Support Worker in Further Education to consolidate my language skills.  The 

acquisition of this capital allows me to use BSL when generating data with deaf 

participants in my research, (a methodological aim of this project as described earlier 

in this chapter).  Additionally, in developing my BSL skills I spend an increasing 

amount of time with deaf people:  socialising with deaf friends; teaching English 

literacy to deaf adults; attending theatre performances facilitated by a Deaf Theatre 

Club; and as a member of Deaf History Scotland.  In these contexts and others, I am 

constantly learning through experience the differences between deaf and hearing. 

 

My gradual acquisition of social capital in the deaf field encourages me to act as an 

occasional ally, “to show solidarity with” (Freire, 1996: 31) the deaf community in the 

face of the power imbalance and social inequality between the deaf and hearing fields.  

This is not, however, a desire merely to help deaf people, but rather is a more general 

expression of my habitus.  The ‘rules of the game’ that I understand from my 

upbringing predispose me to support the empowerment of those less advantaged than 

myself, a practice that I have also adopted with, for example, those living with HIV, as 

well as in my arts practice.  This approach, however, may predispose me to prioritise 

minority or oppressed groups, a potential hazard in the context of this research, 

interrogating as it does the achievement of equality.  I return to consider this when I 

critique my methods in Section 9.2. 

 

4.3.2 My practitioner experience 

As well as acquiring symbolic capital that allows me to move into the deaf field, I also 

have significant experience working as a facilitator and director in the AT field.  I 

have worked extensively in youth theatre, where I used drama not only as an art-form 

for its own sake, but also as a tool to support the personal, social and educational 

development of young people (Richardson, 2015).  This trope of empowerment is also 

expressed in a wide range of work with adults with learning disabilities, including 

Forum Theatre (Boal, 2000) work for Taking Part, an advocacy group for adults with 

learning disabilities (Taking Part, 2017).  All theatre making has the potential for 

political agency and I favour maximising this agency in my own practice. 

 

It was in the youth theatre context that I first worked with deaf people.  I was Artistic 

Director of a large regional youth theatre and a residential deaf school relocated to our 
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region.  We were invited to run ‘transition projects’ in the old school buildings.  

Subsequently we delivered drama and filmmaking projects in the new location and 

deaf students started to come to our out-of-school-hours drama workshops.  Faced 

with a language and culture of which I initially knew nothing, progress in developing 

successful working practices was slow, involving reliance on sign language 

interpreters.  Two years later, my final project while working for that organisation was 

a commissioned play, The Power of Silence (Docherty, unpublished).  The piece 

included a number of deaf characters who used BSL, and was simultaneously 

interpreted by members of the cast. 

 

I have also worked in cross-cultural performance as Producer of the Aberdeen 

International Youth Festival, and as a director of opera and musical theatre.  In the 

latter capacity I experimented with increasing integration of sign language interpreters, 

and later removed the interpreter as a separate performer, favouring either interpreting 

rendered by other cast members, ‘shadow interpreting’ (Gebron, 2000), or 

simultaneous characterisation in which each character is played by two performers at 

the same time, one using signed language and the other spoken language.  It was clear 

to me at that time, however, that the work was flawed.  My starting point was always 

hearing theatre, and often musical theatre, which potentially adds another layer of 

alienation for deaf audiences.  To match sign language to the patterns of speech and 

music, hearing actors were taught by a (hearing) sign language coach to use Sign 

Supported English rather than BSL.  Furthermore, deaf actors were not drawn to the 

hearing companies with which I worked and I was unable to re-present deaf cultural 

practices in the performances I created.  Ethically I found these constraints 

unacceptable; I had neither the knowledge nor the experience to overcome them 

appropriately.  Snyder-Young (2013) might describe each of my experiments as a 

tactic in my pursuit of equalising deaf and hearing participation in theatre, but I was 

without any particular guiding strategy:  hence the decision to return to academia to 

explore the subject further. 

 

4.3.3 Being a practitioner researcher 

As a practitioner, my experience of working with deaf people in theatre and 

subsequently discussing my thoughts with them during the first part of my Ph.D. 

journey represents the planning phase of this particular Freirean cycle of activity (Herr 

and Anderson, 2014).  The data generation workshop represents the action phase, and 
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to this I bring skills in workshop facilitation that I have developed while working in 

AT and elsewhere.   My responsibility is to support the group to build its own identity, 

to decide for itself how it will communicate, and to establish working practices that 

will guide it through the following days.  For much of the process, however, the actors 

are self-sufficient as they develop new theatrical material. My role is primarily a 

matter of time keeping and maintaining forward momentum, and little practitioner 

input is required, or welcome (although as I discuss when I reflect on the project’s 

methods in Section 9.2, my influence and power as the project’s initiator is palpable 

throughout the data generation week). 

 

During this part of the project, my focus is more on my research than my contributions 

as a practitioner.  As an embedded participant observer (Lewis and Russell, 2011) I 

adopt an ethnographic methodology (Hammersley and Atkinson, 2007; Heller, 2009), 

taking field notes, video recording activity in the workshop, and occasionally 

informally interviewing my acting participants (Robson, 1993; Silverman, 2010; 

Bryman, 2015).  I aim to reduce my influence on the choices made within the devising 

(data generation) process, and to rely on my participants to generate data not only 

through theatrical creativity but also in the keeping of reflective diaries and in 

facilitating audience focus group interviews.  

 

Robson (1993) would describe my position in the project as a ‘practitioner-researcher’.  

Such a role brings a number of advantages.  Limitations are to be expected with all 

arts-based research projects, but having practitioner experience mitigates against their 

significant impact.  Practitioners, however, often have a lack of expertise and 

confidence in research methods (Robson, 1993).  I have been fortunate that during my 

Ph.D. journey I have had the opportunity to increase my engagement with literature 

and theory, as well as learning techniques in qualitative research methods (Edmunds, 

2000; Miles, Huberman and Saldana, 2014) and the transcription and analysis of data 

(Braun and Clarke, 2006).  These skills were developed during my research project 

interrogating the effectiveness of SLIPs, referred to in Section 3.2.4 , and afford me a 

high degree of synergy between the practitioner and researcher elements of the 

research design, realisation and analysis. 

 

Robson (1993) also identifies disadvantages of being a practitioner-researcher that I 

have attempted to overcome in my methodological approach.  To avoid the time 
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pressure of trying to carry out research whilst maintaining the workload of a 

professional, I have committed to a full-time Ph.D. programme within which to carry 

out my research.  Furthermore, I aim to minimise the impact of my own 

preconceptions as a theatre director who has already experimented with the use of sign 

language in theatre, by adopting participant-centred methodological approaches to 

inform my research design.  In the next section, I present that research design, what 

van Maanen (2004) would describe as the organisational frame of this theatrical event. 

	

4.4   Methods 

 

The research question driving this thesis is:  How can different methods of theatre-

making encourage equality of participation in performance processes for deaf 

and hearing people?  Drawing on two applications of Freire’s pedagogy, 

Participatory Action Research and Applied Theatre, the research design entails the 

creation and performance of new theatrical material that draws on practices from both 

deaf and hearing fields, particularly the use of both spoken and signed languages.  The 

data generated during the creation of this bilingual and cross-cultural theatre explore a 

number of additional research sub-questions:  

• How are deaf and hearing identities and cultural practices negotiated in 

the theatre-making process? 

• What are the communication strategies of individuals and the group, 

and what is the role of translation in the creative process?   

• What are the power dynamics expressed by the actors in a mixed deaf 

and hearing theatre ensemble?  

• How do the performance genres created by the ensemble relate to 

existing typologies of cross-cultural theatre and techniques of bilingual 

theatre? 

• How are the material elements (spatiality, corporeality and tonality) of 

the performances manipulated to engage deaf and hearing spectators?  

 

The second part of the research design also involves showing the material created to a 

mixed deaf and hearing audience.  Their response generates data that explore the 

further sub-question: 

• What are the responses of deaf and hearing spectators to the 

performances created within this project? 
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The research design demands the participation of actors, audiences and BSL-English 

interpreters, and each of these groups is considered here in turn.  Following this, a 

description of the transcription and analysis methods is given. 

 

4.4.1 The actors 

Participant selection 

I invited an ensemble of ten performers to participate in this research.  Recruitment 

was initially initiated by staff in higher education institutions in Glasgow that offer 

relevant undergraduate courses, using outline information about the project that I 

provided.  Having yielded only one participant through this technique, I undertook 

further recruitment through social media, utilising my own and extended networks.  To 

work towards the project being both deaf- and hearing-centred, information was 

disseminated in both BSL and English.  The primary criterion for inclusion was a pre-

existing level of knowledge and skill in the practical theatrical activities that constitute 

the research process.  Secondary criteria for inclusion related to cultural identity.  Five 

participants self-identified as deaf and prefer to use BSL in performance.  Five self-

identified as hearing users of spoken language.  Other features of identity such as age, 

gender and ethnicity were not considered important (although I do describe these in 

Section 5.3.3 in the discussion of corporeality within the project.) Recruitment was 

difficult as the project was unpaid, but eventually ten people agreed to be involved, 

mostly drawn from Scotland and Northern England.  Relevant information about the 

acting participants is given in Table 4.1.  Throughout this thesis, when I identify the 

actors, I do so by name followed by (d) or (h), to serve as a reminder of the cultural 

identity they claimed when agreeing to participate. 

 
Table 4.1:  The acting ensemble 
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The self-identification as deaf or hearing is representative of the problematic binary 

deaf-hearing opposition that informs the pragmatic staring point of these research 

methods, but in reality the participants do not form groups that represent homogenous 

identities.  Significantly for the audio-linguistic markers of social identity that I have 

identified as most relevant to this project (in Section 2.2) there is a range of 

audiological statuses and language repertoires.  In the deaf sub-set of the acting 

ensemble are three participants who use cochlear implants or hearing aids and have the 

ability to use spoken English, sometimes choosing speech as their preferred method of 

communication.  Of those who self-identify as hearing, three use only spoken 

languages.  The fourth has had some previous contact with deaf people and BSL, but 

has little working knowledge of the language.  The fifth can use both English and 

BSL, being a second year undergraduate on a BSL-English Interpreting degree course.   

 

Activities 

The acting ensemble worked together for a week in the Pink Room in the Scottish 

Youth Theatre building in Glasgow, Scotland. This architectural space represents what 

van Maanen (2004) would recognise as the organisational frame of the event.  In terms 

of the performance of deaf and hearing identities, this is a relatively neutral space, as 

it is not only the home of a hearing youth theatre.  Also resident in the building are 

two professional theatre companies.  Solar Bear works with deaf actors and runs a deaf 

youth theatre.  Birds of Paradise has in recent years made a commitment to providing 

BSL interpreting for all their productions, with interpreters or deaf actors integrated 

into the action.  The specific room in which we work and perform is also neutral, a 

‘black box’ space suitable for workshops, rehearsals and intimate performances.  It is 

only recognisable as distinct from other black box spaces by its door and a number of 

wooden boxes that can be used as props, all painted in a vivid pink gloss. 

 

During the workshop week I asked the participants them to create theatre that is 

equally accessible to deaf and hearing people, using as many different techniques as 

possible.  I did not provide a definition of ‘accessible’, and I did not suggest 

potentially successful approaches.  During the project, the actors took responsibility 

for generating data appropriate to their own skills, experience and cultural identity.  

They took part in a process that was heavily scaffolded (by me) on the first day, but 

which allowed them to be increasingly involved in the design of the research process 

as the project developed.  That process is described throughout this section. 
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The first day was a preparatory day with several foci.  First, there was an emphasis on 

team building, using physical warm-ups and drama games (Richardson, 2015).  The 

games segued into skills-based exercises designed to foster a baseline understanding 

within the ensemble of creating devised theatre (Oddey, 2013; Heddon and Milling, 

2016). Subsequently the actors split into two groups, one deaf and the other hearing, 

and each devised a short scene (Richardson, 2015: 60) on a topic of their choosing.  

Here the intention was to create a piece for performance to an audience of their own 

cultural group (i.e. deaf actors performing to a deaf audience, and hearing to hearing) 

and there was no requirement to make the performance accessible.  In the subsequent 

discussion, I used these pieces as examples of theatre that is not accessible, from 

which the actors could move towards accessibility throughout the project. 

 

Towards the end of day one, the actors split into two mixed (deaf and hearing) groups.  

Participants chose for themselves how to split into groups, after I had given 

information about the task to be completed.  In their groups the actors generated a list 

of possible methods for ensuring accessibility in the theatrical material that they would 

create, using the technique of free-listing (Weller and Romney, 1988) and small group 

discussion.  I did not take part in the small group work, and as the choices the actors 

made determined the activities for the following days, participants were contributing 

to the design of the research activities from the beginning.  This supported the 

development of a participant-centred project. 

 

Two elements of the project were not included in the preparatory activities of day one.  

Firstly, I did not alert the actors to questions of identity, language and power within 

the creative process.  Whilst I suspected that these subjects would become important, 

the sub-questions relating to these topics were only confirmed within the process of 

data analysis.  Furthermore, I was concerned that awareness of my interest in these 

topics might influence participants’ practices within the project.  Secondly, I chose not 

to offer any training in working with deaf or hearing people, or with interpreters.  My 

interest was in observing participants developing bottom-up solutions to problems that 

arose, rather than imposing my own top-down instructions, and I preferred to focus on 

team-building (as described above) to create an open environment in which this might 

happen.  I return to discuss these decisions in my discussion of the negotiation of 

identity and cultural practices within this project, in Section 8.1.2. 
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Having established baselines for the ensemble’s practice on the first day, days two, 

three and four all followed the same format, starting with warm-ups, games and 

exercises, led by myself, or by one of the actors (who had volunteered).  Subsequently, 

in small groups the actors devised short scenes.  The form of the scenes was pre-

determined by the free-listing activity at the end of day one:  the group selected from 

that list those that were potentially achievable within the available resources, and I 

programmed them in what I believed to be an order of increasing difficulty of 

execution.  Actors chose for themselves the group they wished to participate in (and 

by implication, which technique they wanted to work on), and it fell within their remit 

to determine the content of their scenes:  the only parameter was that now the finished 

scenes should be equally accessible to both deaf and hearing audiences.   

 

For each scene created, the other members of the ensemble adopted a role similar to 

Boal’s ‘spect-actors’ (2002):  they watched the work in progress, then contributed 

ideas with a view to improving it, although in this project the ‘spect-actors’ 

contributed through discussion or by adopting a directorial role rather than by 

becoming characters within the scene.  In this way the responsibility lay with them 

alone to develop the theatrical material that constituted the data generated by this 

project, using the techniques they had already chosen on day one, and creating subject 

matter that they felt was appropriate to achieving the aim of creating and maintaining 

accessibility.   As practitioner-researcher, I did not adopt the role of an autocratic 

director, and did not determine which theatrical material was appropriate for 

consideration as data and which was not (although I did make occasional 

interventions, as described in Sections 5.1.2 and 7.3.1).  The aim was again to keep the 

research participant-focused.   

 

Having spent three days generating new theatrical material, day five was one of 

consolidation and preparation for sharing the work with an audience.  A running order 

for an informal performance was created collectively by the ensemble.  Further 

discussion generated questions that the actors wished to ask the audience groups 

during and after the performance, questions that were designed to stimulate 

appropriate feedback that might contribute to answering the main research question.  

Also, in three small groups, participants engaged in reflexive interviews (Yang, 2012) 

using trigger questions that I provided.  In this case, I determined group composition:  

for pragmatic reasons (relating to interpreter availability), only one of the groups could 
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be mixed and the other two were made up of either only deaf or only hearing actors, 

so that they could discuss the project without the need for an interpreter. Finally, all 

the theatrical material was recapped and polished, and in the evening, the prepared 

material was shared with an invited audience.  In the interval and following the 

performance these spectators split into two focus groups as described in the following 

section.   

 

Catering was provided throughout the five days, at lunchtime and also during morning 

and afternoon breaks.  My intention was to encourage participants to stay together 

during their social time, as I assumed that this would support a successful creative 

process.  In addition a small group of participants and I had chosen to stay together in 

a nearby bed and breakfast facility, and consequently ate breakfast together each day.  

We also ate together during some evenings.  Finally, the entire company of actors, 

interpreters and I ate together in a nearby Italian restaurant on the evening of day four.  

Whilst these times did not constitute the formal sessions of the research project, I 

continued to make observations about group dynamics, power relationships and 

participants’ language choices in these settings. 

 

Throughout the week, the actors were encouraged to keep reflective diaries, either in 

notebooks provided for the purpose, or video-recorded on camera, or both.  They were 

asked to record their feelings about the activities in which they were participating.  

Other parts of the process, such as the free-listing exercise and the reflexive interviews 

were also recorded, on flip-chart paper and/or on camera.  The data generated by the 

actors in these ways complement my own field notes and the video recordings of the 

theatrical material created. 

 

A flow-chart summarising this research design, and its application during the week, is 

given in Figure 4.1.  Details such as specific warm-up activities and scene titles have 

been added retrospectively.   
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Figure 4.1:  Research design flow-chart 
 

			

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

DAY TWO 

DAY ONE 

Lunch 

Warm-ups and games 

DEAF GROUP                 
Predominantly BSL          
The railway station 

HEARING GROUP                 
Spoken English             

I’m pregnant 

Group discussion         
and feedback 

MIXED GROUP 1B   
Discussion of accessible 

theatre techniques 

MIXED GROUP 1A   
Discussion of accessible 

theatre techniques 

Group discussion         
and feedback 

Clown exercise - Jasmine 

Warm-up - Michael 

MIXED GROUP 3B   
English with interpreter   

The bank robbery 

MIXED GROUP 3A   
BSL with voice-over    

The deaf school 

MIXED GROUP 2B  
Visual with dialogue   

Dear diary 

MIXED GROUP 2A   
Visual                             

The wedding 

Group discussion         
and feedback 

Lunch 



   

 

Page 116 

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	 	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

	

DAY THREE 

Games - Sean 

Warm-up - Michael 

MIXED GROUP 2A   
Re-working of                             
The wedding 

MIXED GROUP 2B  
Re-working of                             

Dear diary 

MIXED GROUP 3A   
Continuing with            
The deaf school 

MIXED GROUP 3B   
Continuing with            

The bank robbery 

Group discussion         
and feedback 

Lunch 

MIXED GROUP 4A   
Cloning                          

The aeroplane 

MIXED GROUP 4B   
Mirroring                      

The supermarket 

Group discussion         
and feedback 
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DAY FOUR 
Warm-up - Michael 

Games - Mehwish 

MIXED GROUP 3A   
Re-working                   

The deaf school 

MIXED GROUP 3B   
Re-working                   

The bank robbery 

MIXED GROUP 4A   
Continuing with                          
The aeroplane 

MIXED GROUP 4B   
Re-working                      

The supermarket 

Lunch 

Exercises - Michael 

Group discussion         
and feedback 

MIXED GROUP 4A   
Continuing with                          
The aeroplane 

MIXED GROUP 4B   
Parallel performance                      

The lift 

Company dinner 

DAY FIVE 

Warm-up - Michael 

Rehearsals 

Lunch 

Rehearsals 

Reflexive interviews 

Dinner 

Audience focus groups 

Performance 
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4.4.2 The audience 

Participant selection 

I invited the audience members to participate in the research.  Similar to the acting 

participants, the principal criterion for inclusion was a track record of interest and 

participation in theatre that pre-supposed a sophisticated and critical response to 

performances, but the mode of involvement in theatre and performance was varied. 

The second criterion was self-identification as either deaf or hearing. As with the 

acting groups, no attempt was made to create audience focus groups that were 

culturally or linguistically homogenous; rather differentiation between deaf and 

hearing was determined simply by the language modality through which participants 

prefer to access theatre.  

 

I again used social media for recruitment, disseminating information in both BSL and 

English via my own and others’ networks.  In total nine deaf people were recruited, 

and six hearing, although a combination of illness and other factors meant that on the 

night attendees numbered only six deaf and four hearing.  Of these, six were 

previously well known to me.  Information on audience participants is given in Table 

4.2.  As with the actors, I mark their names throughout the thesis with (d) and (h) to 

signify their cultural affiliation. 

 
Table 4.2:  Audience information. 

 
 

Activities 

The focus group members attended an informal performance by the actors.  Before the 

performance, they joined the company in a light meal provided, in the venue, as part of 

the project.   During and after the performance the groups were interviewed for about 

an hour in total, in the style of Sauter’s (2000) ‘theatre talks’ (as discussed in Section 
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4.2.3).  Semi-structured interview techniques (Denzin, 1989; Edmunds, 2000; Tulloch, 

2005) were used, allowing participants to speak freely with as few facilitator 

interventions as possible. 

 

As a trigger for discussion, a modified Likert scale was used to assess informally the 

understanding of the scene by its spectators.  In answer to the question, “How much do 

you feel you understand this scene?” the range of possible answers was: 

0 – I don’t understand anything; 

1 – I understand very little, and miss most of it; 

2 – I think I understand some of it; 

3 – I think I understand most of it, but miss some things; 

4 – I think I understand all of it. 

 (The more traditional range for a Likert scale of 1 to 5 was modified to the range of 0 

to 4 given here, following confusion resulting from expressing levels of understanding 

where, on the scale, 1 means zero understanding.  A scale in which 0 represents zero 

understanding was more practicable.) 

 

Representatives of the acting ensemble led the focus groups, one deaf and one hearing 

actor with each group.  The acting ensemble proposed using the modified Likert scale, 

following their own successful use of it, as a trigger for discussion during the 

workshop process.  They also developed questions intended to encourage focus group 

participants to react to the presented work from different linguistic and cultural 

perspectives.  (These questions form part of the data and are presented in Section 6.1).  

Audience participants discussed their responses to the performance initially in separate 

deaf and hearing focus groups, and subsequently in two mixed deaf and hearing 

groups.  The constituent members of each group are given in Section 6.1.  Each focus 

group session was video recorded, to produce a record of the generated data that was 

later transcribed and analysed. 

 

4.4.3 The production interpreters 

The project was supported by two paid production interpreters.  The intention was that 

they would be available throughout, but due to prior commitments one was forced to 

send a deputy on day four.  In the event, the deputy attended voluntarily on the 

afternoon of day three and throughout day five, so there were at times three 

interpreters present.  All were chosen because they were registered professional 
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interpreters with significant experience of performance and creative environments, and 

all were previously known to me.  Unlike the acting and audience participants, all 

three interpreters have chosen to remain anonymous.  Throughout this thesis, I refer to 

them collectively as ‘the interpreters’. 

 

The role of the interpreters was to act as communication intermediaries within the 

creative process.  At times when I was working as a practitioner, they interpreted from 

the language I was using (either English or BSL) into the other working language of 

the project.  When I adopted my researcher role, they provided interpreting between 

members of the acting ensemble, as required.  As the week progressed, when sections 

of the ensemble became more self-sufficient in terms of their communication needs, 

the interpreters gradually withdrew from supporting the devising process.  This did not 

happen universally and some scenarios demanded intense interpreter input, sometimes 

provided for ethical reasons at the interpreters’ own instigation rather than requested 

by the actors. (I explore this aspect of the interpreters’ role further in Section 7.1.3).  

On the final day, they interpreted for me during the rehearsal process and in the 

evening they supported communication for audience members. 

 

Within the project, the interpreters were not active contributors, in the way that the 

actors were, to the creation of the performance pieces, the core data of this project.  

Furthermore, they did not take part as interpreters in the final performance, which 

would potentially have recreated the paradigm of the sign language interpreted 

performance (as discussed in Section 3.2.4).  Furthermore, little metadata concerning 

the role of the interpreters was generated by the acting participants, and I did not 

actively seek it, as the focus of my research does not encompass Interpreting Studies.  

As a result there is only limited commentary on the interpreters within this thesis.  

They did, however, keep their own reflective diaries as participant observers during 

five days of the data generation week.  Two of these diaries were returned (one 

interpreter chose not to contribute in this way) and these form part of the metadata 

collected during the project. 

 

4.4.4 Working with the data 

The research design as described above generated data in different language modalities 

(signed, written and spoken), captured in different formats (mind-maps, lists, field 

notes, reflective diaries, video clips of performances, and video and audio recordings 
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of interviews and focus groups).  The institutional requirement for this doctoral 

project, however, is a thesis written in the English language.  To conform to this 

regulation the data were standardised by transcribing and translating them all into 

written English, to allow for analysis in the same language, and the methods used are 

described here.  I carried out translation from BSL to English myself, although this 

process was supported by the English voice-over of the interpreters during the 

audience focus groups.  Furthermore, during the reflexive interviews the actors also 

made supportive written notes, as shown in Figure 4.2. 

Figure 4.2:  An example of actors’ notes from the reflexive interviews 
 

The transcriptions aimed to reflect the content or communicative intent of each 

participant’s utterances rather than the form of language used, and varied according to 

each participant’s communication style.  For deaf participants, language use included 

both signed language (either BSL or SSE) and spoken English, sometimes using sign 

language syntax or providing additional information using signs.  Hearing participants 

often exhibited particular verbal habits (for example “er”, “kinda” or “erm”) or used 
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significant gesture alongside speech.  By aiming for a clear, written English 

presentation of participants’ communicative intent, transcription therefore reflected to 

a varying degree an element of my own subjective translation of the original data. 

(The adverse epistemological and methodological implications of these necessary 

approaches to transcription and translation are discussed in Section 9.2.2). 
 

Following the transcription process, the data were divided into the three constituent 

parts of the project:  the creative process, the performance product and the audience 

response.  The performance data, a series of short dramatic texts, were analysed in 

relation to Fischer-Lichte’s (2014) definition of materiality and the existing theoretical 

models for intercultural and bilingual theatre, described in Section 3.2.  Other 

transcripts, relating to creative process and audience response, were considered as 

metadata within this project.  They were imported into the qualitative data analysis 

software NVivo and subjected to thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Rapley, 

2011), using codes generated inductively from the data. Indeed, the research questions 

that this project answers were also confirmed only following my review of the data, 

one reason that questions of identity, language and power were not shared with the 

participants at the start of the project. 

 

Subsequently I subjected the metadata to socio-analysis, using Bourdieu’s field theory 

as an explanatory tool.  Note however that these techniques were not used to 

generalise from this thesis to wider society, as participant numbers involved here are 

small compared to those in Bourdieu’s studies.  Rather they were used in the opposite 

direction, using what we understand of the relevant fields, as discussed in Chapter 2, to 

attempt to explain the practices of individuals.  This approach mirrors work in 

Audience Studies, drawing on Bennett’s (1990) ‘outer frame’ or van Maanen’s (2004) 

‘societal frame’ (see Section 3.3.2).  In this context, Bourdieu’s field theory is used as 

a heuristic tool to propose sociological explanations for practices observed within this 

project. 

 

4.4.5 Ethical considerations 

The methods outlined above were submitted to Heriot-Watt University’s Ethics 

Committee and received full approval on 11 May 2017.  A consent form was created 

in written English, but during the data generation phase time was put aside to present 

the consent form and take questions from participants.  As with other formal 
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interactions with mixed deaf and hearing groups within the project, this presentation 

and answers to questions were given simultaneously in spoken English (by the 

researcher) and in BSL (via an interpreter).  Importantly, all actor and audience 

participants were asked firstly if they gave consent to participate, and secondly if they 

wanted their participation to remain anonymous.  The latter is important, as the waiver 

of anonymity allows participants to be represented in the language of their choice 

(using video recordings, which are by their nature not confidential) when the findings 

are disseminated at conferences or community events.  Consent was requested at the 

start of the project, and it was also made clear that it could be withdrawn up to two 

weeks after the end of the data generation week.  All actor and audience participants 

gave consent and were happy to waive their anonymity, and throughout this thesis are 

represented using their own names. 

 

To conclude, in this chapter I have introduced the methodological approach of this 

thesis, grounded in the pedagogy of Freire and the methods of Participatory Action 

Research and Applied Theatre.   Throughout, my aim is to design a research project 

that is both deaf and hearing participant-centred, and the final part of the chapter 

outlines the practical methods of the project through which I aim to achieve that aim. 

 

The next three chapters deal with the presentation and analysis of the data and 

metadata of my research.  In Chapter 5, I present the theatrical product created by my 

actors.  In Chapters 6 and 7 I turn to the metadata, first considering the response of the 

audience to the work, and subsequently exploring aspects of the creative process that 

might support the transformation of the actors. 
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Chapter 5:  Interweaving cultures in performance 
 

The focus of this chapter, the first of three in which I present my findings, is the 

theatrical product created by the actors, the core data of this project.  (I do not follow 

Schechner’s (2006) order of proto-performance, performance and aftermath, as I 

consider my findings relating to audience response and the creative process as 

metadata that can only be presented meaningfully in the context of the performance 

data).  In this chapter, I first discuss the process by which the various methods used are 

chosen.  Subsequently, I present a synopsis of each scene in turn, together with an 

analysis of their materiality, cross-culturality and bilingualism, followed by a 

Bourdieusian socio-analysis.  I end the chapter by using this analysis as the basis for 

considering the representation of equality within the material created in this project. 

 

5.1 Identifying techniques that create accessible performance 

 

The activities undertaken by the actors on day one are presented in Section 4.4.1 and 

summarised in the flow chart in Figure 4.1.  To recap, they first work in separate deaf 

and hearing groups to create scenes that are not intended to be accessible to the other 

group, before working in mixed Groups 1A and 1B.  The activity in these groups is the 

starting point for the development of ideas of different models of performance that 

guide the work of the ensemble through days two, three and four.  This section 

describes that process, concluding with the final list of techniques chosen. 

 

5.1.1 Methods free-listed by participants 

As Groups 1A and 1B are discussing potential methods, they make notes on flip-chart 

paper, and I observe their progress.  I notice that the discussions are led by the deaf 

actors, and comment in my field notes that the “deaf participants have clearly thought 

about this before, whereas the hearing have not”, a subject I discuss when I consider 

the creative process in Section 7.1.2.  The groups are slow to produce ideas and I note 

that when considering their options, the whole ensemble shares an “assumption that it 

will be hearing theatre interpreted into BSL”.  Indeed, Group 1A focuses almost 

entirely on hearing theatre, enhanced by interpreters, captions, more physical acting 

styles, and design aesthetics that are supportive of deaf audiences, such as using stage 

lighting to guide spectators where to look.  Their list is given in Figure 5.1. 
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Figure 5.1:  Group 1A free-listing 

 

Group 1B is more productive.  As with Group 1A, they also discuss the use of captions 

and interpreters, and explore various creative ways of integrating interpreters that 

might improve the current paradigm of platform interpreting as described in Section 

3.2.4.  Importantly they also propose providing voice-over for deaf actors in the 

manner of the NTD (Bragg and Bergman, 2002), as well as the more traditional SLIP.  

Their notes are shown in Figure 5.2. 

 

Going beyond interpreted approaches, other suggestions relate to the use of deaf and 

hearing actors together.  One, which they call ‘cloning’ (Figure 5.2, bottom-left, 

ringed in green), is simultaneous characterisation (as described by Gebron, 2000), each 

character represented by a deaf and a hearing actor at the same time.  A second they 

call ‘mirroring’ (Figure 5.2, bottom-left, ringed in orange) in which a split stage is 

used with hearing actors on one side mirroring deaf actors on the other. For this group 

it is important to appeal to all the senses, using all available resources to generate 

meaning.  Indeed one participant summarised such a multi-sensory approach by 

suggesting working in the style of Artaud’s (1989) ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ (Figure 5.2, 

bottom-left, ringed in blue). 
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Figure 5.2:  Group 1B free-listing 
 

Additionally, audience participation and/or immersion are favoured.  Of greatest 

significance is the visual channel, available to both (sighted) deaf and hearing 

spectators, and widely recognised in the bilingual theatre literature as invaluable for 

spectators in the construction of meaning (Rosenberg, 1978; Crea, 1992; Marinetti, 

2013; Richardson, 2018b).  Physicalisation, mime, spectacle, clowning, creative make-

up and puppets can all be used:  “the more visual, the better” (Figure 5.2, top centre, 

ringed in yellow). 

 

The use of the term ‘visual’ needs a degree of clarification in this context.  Thus far in 

this thesis I have referred to the auditory orientation of hearing people and the visual 

orientation of deaf people, or the prioritisation of the auditory channel (hearing) and 

visual channel (seeing) respectively.  I have also suggested that these different sensory 

orientations influence language use.  Hearing people favour spoken languages, which, 

despite having some visual elements, are primarily accessed through hearing.  

Conversely deaf people tend to prioritise signed languages, which, while they do have 

some auditory elements, are predominantly visual and need to be seen to be 

understood.  In the context of performance, however, this project’s participants use the 
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term ‘visual’ differently.  Drawing on the dominant, hearing, spoken language theatre 

paradigm, they understand visual performance to mean that which is not mediated by 

(spoken) language and can be understood entirely from the information that is 

conveyed by what the spectators can see.  Interestingly, deaf participants also adopt a 

similar definition of ‘visual’ in the context of performance, using it to mean 

performance that is not mediated by language, even though a more accurate 

interpretation would suggest that a performance that uses signed but not spoken 

language is entirely visual.  Accordingly, acting participants refer to techniques they 

use as ‘visual without dialogue’ and ‘visual with minimal dialogue’ to signal how little 

formal language is used in those scenes to mediate communication from the stage.  

Similarly, audience participants make the differentiation between visual theatre and 

theatre with dialogue theatre, even when that dialogue is expressed in a 

(predominantly visual) signed language (see Chapter 6 and particularly Section 6.2.4). 

 

5.1.2 Method added at my suggestion 

The methods discussed by the two groups all aim for an equivalent language 

experience for all spectators, be that through the minimal use of dialogue, interpreting 

of some form, or simultaneous rendition of rehearsed dialogue in both BSL and 

spoken English.  I, however, suggest an additional technique, drawing on my 

experience of a performance at the International Visual Theatre in Paris. 

 

The performance was Attifa de Yambolé, created by French company La Soi-disante 

Compagnie, and seen on 21 January 2017.  The performers presented themselves as a 

deaf woman using Langue de Signes Francaise (LSF), with minimal speech, and a 

hearing woman who spoke French and used little LSF.  The show was repetitive, was 

not overly dependent on formal language, and when there was dialogue seemed easy 

to follow for me as I speak moderately good French.  Furthermore, much of the LSF 

used was similar to a style, used in some deaf performances in the UK, of Visual 

Vernacular, a creative technique in which non-iconic signed language is eschewed in 

favour of mime with iconic gesture and the use of cinematic techniques such as close-

ups, long shots, shifting perspectives, role shift, freeze frame and slow motion (Bragg 

and Bergman, 2002; Sutton-Spence, 2014).  Interestingly, the show was not fully 

translated throughout.  At times the deaf and hearing sections of the audience were 

presented with different texts, the “playful” approach described in Western Canadian 

bilingual theatre by Ladouceur (2013a: 111).  This occurred most typically when the 
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performance adopted a post-colonial approach, the deaf character critiquing the 

behaviour of her hearing colleague. 

 

Following this experience, I propose to the ensemble a method in which deaf actors 

play deaf characters and hearing actors play hearing characters.  The aim is no longer 

to provide equivalent texts for spectators, but rather complementary experiences.  It is 

recognised that each individual spectator constructs their own meaning from a 

performance (van Maanen, 2004), as described in Section 3.3.2.  This technique 

embraces that inevitability by at times offering deaf and hearing audiences different 

information. 

 

5.1.3 Methods discarded on the grounds of impracticality 

Following the free-listing exercise, the two groups recombine to discuss all the ideas 

that have been proposed, including my own.  At this point I chair the discussion, 

ensuring both that all participants are able to contribute, and that effective use is made 

of the interpreters.  Accordingly, I am unable to take notes, and what follows in this 

sub-section is drawn from field notes I make from memory at the end of the day. 

 

Participants recognise that the project is constrained by limited resources.  The 

ensemble has only three days in which to test the methods amongst themselves.  

Furthermore, we have no budget.  At our disposal are the actors, the rehearsal room, 

chairs and tables, a flip chart, and a few wooden boxes that can be used to represent 

props.  The rehearsal room is equipped with theatre lighting and a sound system, but 

we do not have access to a theatre technician or time for a technical rehearsal, so these 

are beyond the scope of the project. 

 

Consequently the ensemble decides to focus on what can be achieved using the actors 

and their bodies, and by manipulating the space and role occupied by the audience.  

They choose not to use techniques that rely on external enhancements, such as make-

up, music, puppetry or captions.  The only exception is the use of interpreting.  The 

interpreters in this project are reserved for facilitating communication during the 

creative process, but the ensemble feels that it would be remiss to ignore interpreted 

theatre, given its central position in current attempts to provide accessibility.  

Accordingly, they decide that one of the scenes will recreate variations on the SLIP 

model using actors rather than interpreters. 
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5.1.4 Methods chosen 

At the end of day one, the ensemble draws up a list of the performance techniques that 

it will aim to perform at the end of the project.  It includes the two inaccessible pieces 

already created that morning. Additionally the ensemble allows my suggestion to be 

considered, but only after their own ideas, and only if there is adequate time.  

Techniques are included because the ensemble thinks that they will provide equal 

access to deaf and hearing spectators, and other factors, such as aesthetic merit, are not 

considered.  I record the final list in my field notes and reproduce it in Table 5.1. 

 

With one exception, each of these techniques is developed as intended.  In practice, 

however, number five (English with BSL interpreting) proves too difficult with a 

profoundly deaf actor who has no access to spoken English, and the group working on 

this scene choose instead to use the technique of interlocking dialogue, similar to the 

technique already reported in the literature (Rosenberg, 1978) and discussed in Section 

3.2.3. 
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Table 5.1:  Methods chosen by the ensemble 
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5.2   The theatrical product 

 

In this section, I consider each of the scenes, the core data of this project.  I first 

present each as raw data:  the title of the performance; a table of actors and characters 

(the cast list); a synopsis of the action; and a script.  The scripts are given throughout 

in English, and are my own transcriptions and translations of video-recordings taken 

during the performance at the end of day five.  The use of English is in accordance 

with the institutional requirements for this PhD thesis, a problematic convention for a 

project centred on bilingual performance (which I discuss further in Section 9.2.2). 

 

As the original performances are in two languages, I adopt the convention shown in 

Table 5.2 in the presentation of the scripts, coupled with colour coding for individual 

characters within each scene.  The intention is to show visually such techniques as 

simultaneous performance in both languages, and switching between languages by 

individual actors.  Stage directions are given in grey italic script. 

 
Table 5.2:  Script conventions 

 
 

I use a similar convention when presenting cast lists, to show scenes that include 

characters that do not have a particular signing or speaking identity, scenes that 

include simultaneous characterisation, and scenes in which a single character uses both 

BSL and English (see Table 5.3).  Again, colour coding is used, matching characters’ 

colours within the scripts. 

 
Table 5.3: Cast list conventions 

 
 

Where characters are not named in the cast list, these are not represented by the actors, 

but left to the imagination of the audience. 

 

I subsequently analyse each script, identifying the bilingual techniques used, and 

considering the materiality of the piece using notions taken from Fischer-Lichte’s 

(2014) concept of performance (focusing on corporeality and my own addition, 
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linguistic modality, but also considering spatiality and tonality where relevant).  I do 

not at this stage position the scenes within Lo and Gilbert’s (2002) cross-cultural 

typology (multicultural, post-colonial or inter-cultural), as this proves problematic, 

although I do return to consider it in Section 5.3.1.  My intention is to locate the scenes 

within existing performance theory, thereby also identifying this project’s 

contributions to existing knowledge; and to develop an understanding of features of 

the scenes such as the presentation of audio-linguistic identity that will provide a 

useful context for the analysis of the audience response (in Chapter 6).   Although the 

script data are ontologically socially constructionist, generated by the interactions of 

the actors, my analysis adopts a necessarily constructivist approach, as I am generating 

subjective knowledge without discussion with my participants.  Again, this is useful in 

providing a framework to support my analysis of the social constructionist metadata 

generated by the audience focus groups. 

 

This project generates little metadata concerning decisions made during the creative 

process by the actors about the content or form of the scenes.  This is unsurprising:  

Heddon and Milling (2016) comment that data of this type are rarely recorded, and the 

devising process is often forgotten.  Certainly, the actors focus more on issues of 

group dynamics than on creative decision-making in their reflective diaries.  For 

myself, I am typically observing two creative processes simultaneously and from a 

distance.   My own field notes suggest that during these times I am more interested in 

questions of identity, language and power than I am in the mechanics of the creative 

process, metadata that I present and analyse in Chapter 7.  Accordingly, the data 

generated by the creative process are the finished scenes, which I now present here in 

turn. 
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5.2.1 Fully hearing 

 

Title:  I’m pregnant 

 
Table 5.4:  Cast list for I’m pregnant 

 
 

Synopsis 

Elaine is pregnant.  She visits her three friends to tell them, but they are more 

interested in following social media on their mobile phones than in hearing her news. 

 
Table 5.5:  Script for I’m pregnant 
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Materiality 

I comment in my field notes that the group takes my instruction that this piece need 

not be accessible to deaf spectators to mean that it should be as inaccessible as 

possible, and the materiality of the performance that they create seems to support this 

objective.  Spatially they position themselves upstage centre, as far as possible from 

the audience, who are seated as if in a conventional theatre, as shown 

diagrammatically in Figure 5.3. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.3:  Conventional theatre audience layout 
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Hearing actors perform only hearing characters.  The linguistic modality is restricted 

to spoken English with minimal co-speech gesture or facial expression.  The final 

gesture that Elaine makes towards her abdomen is ambiguous, potentially signifying a 

range of conditions of which pregnancy is only one.  The tonality of the piece is 

compromised by their decision to mumble, which renders them inaudible to those 

using hearing aids, and makes lip-reading difficult. 

 

Bilingualism 

Similarly, this scene is not bilingual, being performed entirely in spoken English.   

 

Socio-analysis 

The piece is an example of practice in the hearing field.   Interaction is phonocentric, 

and spoken language has high linguistic capital, a paradigm reinforced in the opening 

section where Elaine is talking on the phone (See Table 5.6). 

 
Table 5.6:  I’m pregnant - Elaine’s telephone conversation   

 
 

In summary, I’m pregnant is a scene created by a group of hearing actors, using 

spoken English with restricted body language.  They perform fixed, hearing, audio-

linguistic characters in a mono-cultural scene that re-presents features of the 

hegemonic hearing field. 
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5.2.2 Fully deaf 

 

Title:  The railway station 

 
Table 5.7:  Cast list for The railway station 

 
 

Within the scene, these characters are shown interacting with a person selling train 

tickets, and with the station manager.  These additional characters are not represented 

by actors, but left to the spectators’ imagination. 

 

Synopsis 

A group of deaf people is in a railway station.  They buy their tickets, but the platform 

number on them is different to the one advertised on the information board.  They find 

a (hearing) station manager but struggle to communicate.  As a result, they end up 

boarding the wrong train.  As they pull away, they notice the correct train through the 

window, and one of the group pulls the emergency brake to stop the train on which 

they are seated. 

 
Table 5.8:  Script for The railway station 
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Materiality 

As with the fully hearing scene, the intention here is to make the piece accessible only 

to deaf spectators.  Spatially the audience are seated as though in a conventional 

theatre, as shown in Figure a layout that does not encourage the high level of actor-

spectator interactivity of deaf theatre, as described in Section 3.3.1.  Deaf actors’ 

bodies are used to perform deaf characters who use a signed linguistic modality.  This 

includes Ruth (d) and Sean (d), both of whom have hearing aids and often use their 

voice in real life:  they do not match their semiotic bodies to their phenomenal bodies.  

Holly (d), however, performs a bilingual identity, which reflects her phenomenal 
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identity as somebody who has a cochlear implant and often uses speech.  In the scene, 

she uses her voice to speak to the station manager, but reverts to BSL to explain the 

answer to the other characters (see Table 5.9). 

 
Table 5.9:  The railway station - Holly (d) switches between spoken English and BSL 

 
 

Holly (d) also code-blends at the end of the piece, using both signed and spoken 

linguistic modalities simultaneously, and hence adding to the tonality of the scene (see 

Table 5.10). 

 
Table 5.10:  The railway station - Holly (d) code-blending 

 
 

Holly’s (d) voice is the only significant element of the tonality of the piece.  Otherwise 

it is performed in virtual silence. 

 

Bilingualism 

This scene is bilingual through Holly’s (d) code-switching and blending as already 

described.  This represents firstly consecutive self-translation, and at the end, 
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simultaneous self-translation.  Her first spoken utterance also represents an element of 

translation through repetition of another character’s signed dialogue (see Table 5.11). 

 
Table 5.11:  The railway station - Holly (d) repeating and translating Ruth (d) 

 
 

Socio-analysis 

This piece represents the practice of deaf people when they enter the hearing field.  

The majority of the characters have insufficient linguistic capital to be able to 

communicate with the hearing station manager.  The one bilingual character is able to 

ask a question, but misunderstands the answer, presumably due to the difficulty both 

of lip-reading, and of relying on residual hearing in a noisy environment.  The result is 

an act of symbolic violence against the deaf characters, consequent on the doxa of the 

hearing field that predisposes all interactants (deaf and hearing) to use spoken 

language, when translanguaging might have produced a more successful outcome. 

 

In summary, The railway station is created by a group of only deaf actors, performing 

fixed deaf audio-linguistic identities.  While signed language dominates, some 

characters also use written and spoken English.  The subject matter reveals deaf people 

within the hearing field, and cross-culturally represents a post-colonial approach. 
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5.2.3 Visual without dialogue 

 

Title:  The wedding 

 
Table 5.12:  Cast list for The wedding 

 
 

All the characters perform without using signed or spoken language. 

 

Synopsis 

A groom waits nervously for his wedding to start.  When the bride arrives, he 

struggles to place the ring on her finger.  Catching the eye of one of the bridesmaids, 

he drops the ring and runs out of the church, leaving the bride in tears. 

 
Table 5.13:  Script for The wedding 
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Materiality 

In this scene the group uses spatiality to enhance actor-spectator interaction.  Whereas 

in the earlier scenes the spectators sat in a single block, for this piece a centre aisle is 

created, to match the layout of a church (see Figure 5.4). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 5.4:  Audience layout with centre aisle 
 

The audience are considered as fellow actors, playing the role of wedding guests, and 

the bridal party enter from behind the audience, unintentionally mirroring similar 

moves in deaf theatre piece A Deaf Family Diary (Peters, 2006).  As the congregation, 

the audience is invited by the priest to stand for the arrival of the bride, an action that 
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needs some encouragement in the performance.  At the end of the scene, the groom’s 

hasty departure does indeed trigger reactions in the audience/congregation, and the 

actions of the priest to attempt to restore order, pre-planned in rehearsals, are 

appropriate to that reaction. 

 

This scene demonstrates a feature of corporeality that is common to a number of the 

pieces here described, namely that the actors easily forget their phenomenal bodies in 

the generation of meaning.  In this case, all the actors are female, but this is ignored in 

the casting, which is assumed (heteronormatively) to include at least one man, the 

groom.  The priest is also described during rehearsals as male.  Importantly, the mix of 

deaf and hearing phenomenal bodies is ignored in the storytelling, where meaning is 

generated by semiotic bodies who are all audiologically and linguistically neutral.	

 

As the piece is performed entirely visually and in silence, tonality does not contribute 

to its materiality. 

	

Bilingualism 

The visual lingua franca used within the piece removes the need to use bilingual 

practices.	

 

Socio-analysis 

The audio-linguistic neutrality of this piece makes it impossible to locate specifically 

in either the deaf or hearing field.  Rather it can be considered to be in a third space in 

which linguistic ideologies that inform the doxa of those fields have been removed. 

 

Summary 

The wedding is created by a mixed group of deaf and hearing actors.  The piece is 

entirely visual, without the use of any formal codified language, and this allows the 

actors to perform characters who are audio-linguistically neutral.  It is difficult to 

classify cross-culturally, and sociologically represents the performance of a third 

space. 
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5.2.4 Visual with minimal dialogue 

 

Title:  Dear diary 

 
Table 5.14:  Cast list for Dear diary 

 
 

Synopsis 

In her diary, Elaine recalls sleeping with two men within a short space of time.  She 

subsequently becomes pregnant, but is uncertain who the father is.  She is eventually 

delivered of twins, and gives one of the babies to each of the men to hold. 

 
Table 5.15:  Script for Dear diary 
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Materiality 

This scene has a particular spatial configuration, in that the stage is split into three 

parts.  Stage left is the space of Leo and the deaf version of the story.  Centre stage is 

reserved for mime sequences and for exchanges between Elaine and her two partners.  

The hearing version of the story occupies stage right, which is where Elaine starts the 

scene and where Jack is located.  However, this is complicated by the bilingualism of 

actor Dan (h), who interprets (into BSL) for Elaine from within the stage right space. 

 

This complication is an example of the complex and fluid corporeality of this scene.  

Dan (h), a hearing actor, plays a hearing character (Jack) but also interprets into BSL 

(see Table 5.16). 
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Table 5.16:  Dear diary - Dan (h) playing Jack and interpreting for Elaine 

 
 

Later, Elaine, played by hearing actor Michaela (h) and represented throughout the 

scene as hearing and using only spoken language, has an exchange with Leo using 

simple gesture but no spoken English (see Table 5.17). 

 
Table 5.17:  Dear diary - Elaine using gesture in an exchange with Leo 

 
 

Conversely, as an actor, Sean (d) has bilingual competence in both signed and spoken 

language, but his character in this scene converses only using BSL. 

 

The relationship between phenomenal and semiotic bodies is made more complex by 

the Visual Vernacular (VV) sequences that perform the sexual encounters of the 

characters.  Here the semiotic bodies are written on multiple bodies within the 

performance.  The bodies of Elaine and her male partners are represented by the hands 

of Moira (d) and Jasmine (h), using the ‘walking legs’ classifier hand-shape, as shown 

in Figure 5.3.  At the same time, the emotions of the characters are expressed on the 

faces and bodies of not only these mime actors but also on the faces and bodies of 

Michaela (h) and Dan (h)/Sean (d). 
 

 
Figure 5.3:  Dear diary - Visual Vernacular with classifiers and facial expression 
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The fluid corporeality seen here contributes to a complexity of linguistic modality, 

with both signed and spoken language used and some actors switching between the 

two.  Additionally, VV is a form of signed language, using mime and iconic gesture in 

performance as part of the spectrum of signed linguistic performatives that Pollitt 

(2014) calls Signart.  As such it differs from the visual lingua franca seen in The 

wedding, and depends for its accessibility in part on the contextualisation provided by 

the short dialogue exchanges between the characters. 

 

Bilingualism 

A number of bilingual techniques are used.  The dialogue contains an example of 

‘interlocking narration’ as described by Rosenberg (1978) and Ladouceur and Nolette 

(2011).  Leo and Elaine have an exchange where equivalent translation is not provided 

but full meaning is available to deaf and hearing spectators based on the overlapping 

nature of the phrases used, in conjunction with facial expression, body language and 

context (see Table 5.18).  

 
Table 5.18:  Dear diary - interlocking narration 

 
 

A second bilingual technique used is one that is not otherwise described in the 

literature.  Rosenberg (1978) records La Compania de Teatro Bilingue performing 

plays in one language and then performing the entire play again in a second language.  

Here, having two characters, Leo and Jack, following similar trajectories allows for 

repetition of short sections of dialogue, when Elaine enacts similar interactions with 

one character in one language and immediately with the other character in the second 

language (see Table 5.19 for one example). 
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Table 5.19:  Dear diary - repetition 

 
 

A third bilingual technique used in this scene is the use of written English:  Elaine 

writes “Dear diary” on the flip chart at the start of the scene.  A version of this 

technique, taken from rehearsals, is shown in Figure 5.5. 

 

 
Figure 5.5:  Dear diary - use of written English 

 

Multimodality in bilingual theatre is already recognised, but typically captions or 

surtitles provide a translation of a source text.  Here, however, “Dear diary” is the 

source text, and no translation is provided.  Instead, the actors are relying on all 

spectators, deaf and hearing, having some competence in written English. 
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Socio-analysis 

From a Bourdieusian perspective, this scene is re-presenting practices seen in both the 

deaf and hearing fields, separately and consecutively.  In each, the doxa derived from 

linguistic ideology is preserved.  As characters, Leo always signs and Jack always 

speaks.  However, this scene also presents people crossing between fields.  The 

character Elaine operates not only in the hearing field but also in the deaf field, at first 

through an interpreter (Dan (h)), but later unsupported, using gesture to communicate 

(that is, translanguaging).  Furthermore, the hearing actor Jasmine (h) is invited by 

Moira (d) to share in the practice of VV.  This relatively free movement into the deaf 

field is unusual in the real world, especially without the mediation of an interpreter 

(see Section 2.5). 

 

In summary, Dear diary is created by a mixed group of deaf and hearing actors, some 

of whom shift between characters of different audio-linguistic identities.  This allows 

signed and spoken language to be given equal weight within the sketch, which 

supports a performance of field equality.  Cross-culturally the scene is difficult to 

classify.	
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5.2.5 Interlocking dialogue 

 

Title:  The bank robbery 

 
Table 5.20:  Cast list for The bank robbery 

 
 

Synopsis 

A criminal gang is meeting.  The deaf leader has a plan to rob a bank, but it takes 

some time for her to explain what she wants to her less intelligent hearing 

accomplices.  Eventually they understand and she leads them through the process:  

breaking in, disabling security, blowing open the safe, and taking the money. 

 

The intention with this scene was to create a scene entirely in spoken English, and 

have it simultaneously translated into BSL by a deaf actor positioned in various 

positions on stage, including in a downstage corner in the manner of SLIPs (Gebron, 

2000).  Mehwish (d), the deaf actor who chose to participate in this scene, is, however, 

audiologically profoundly deaf and thus unable to follow spoken dialogue.  

Furthermore, the group does not establish protocols for non-auditory cueing (see 

Section 7.2.1), and I comment in my field notes that they find simultaneous 

interpreting impossible to achieve.  They decide to abandon it, and instead create a 

scene using interlocking dialogue.  
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Table 5.21:  Script for The bank robbery 
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Materiality 

In this scene the semiotic bodies of the characters are audiologically neutral:  it is of 

no concern (within the plot) whether any particular character can hear or not.  

However, one of the actors, Mehwish (d), is profoundly deaf, and consequently her 

character uses the signed linguistic modality.  The remaining actors use spoken 

English, creating the tonality of the scene.  Importantly, the actors view their linguistic 

modality as a feature of only their phenomenal body.  In interactions, the characters 

ignore the switching between modalities, hearing characters do not use significant co-
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speech gesture to clarify their meaning, and all behave as though a single shared 

language is being used.  As such the semiotic bodies are viewed by the actors as not 

only audiologically neutral but also linguistically neutral.  

 

Bilingualism 

The linguistic neutrality described above is achieved through the use of interlocking 

dialogue, already seen to a limited extent in Dear diary.   Instructions given by 

Mehwish (d) in BSL are partially repeated in English by the gang members.  The aim 

is to provide accessibility whilst also maintaining the internal logic of the narrative in 

which inept followers need time to process their leader’s instructions if they are to 

understand them.  As Dan (h) comments in his reflexive interview group on day five, 

“I don't think we came up with the ‘stupid’ thing until we had repetition, and we went 

‘Oh, we are repeating things, because we are stupid’.”  An example of the interlocking 

dialogue from the start of the scene is given in Table 5.22. 

 
Table 5.22:  The bank robbery - interlocking dialogue 

 
 

Socio-analysis 

From a Bourdieusian perspective, the actors in this scene create a paradigm in which 

deaf and hearing fields are presented simultaneously by different actors.  The deaf 

phenomenal body and habitus of Mehwish (d) predispose her to use a signed language, 

following the doxa of the deaf field.  A similar process leads the hearing actors to use 

spoken English with little co-speech gesture.  At the same time, however, the 

audiological and linguistic neutrality of the characters suggests that this piece might be 

situated in a doxa-free third space, at least as far as linguistic ideology is concerned. 
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The situation is complicated, however, by the interplay between semiotic and 

phenomenal bodies.  Although all the characters are considered audiologically and 

linguistically neutral, the leader and her followers still have a hierarchical relationship.  

As the leader’s phenomenal body is deaf and she uses the signed linguistic modality, 

the multiculturality of the piece is undermined by the casting of a deaf actor as a 

powerful character.  As such, the potential for this scene to represent a doxa-free third 

space is compromised by the inverted power structure created by the interplay of the 

actors’ phenomenal and semiotic bodies.  The deaf field is performed as though in a 

superior position to the hearing field. 

 

In summary, The bank robbery is created by a group of four hearing actors working 

with one deaf actor, who all play characters of fixed audio-linguistic identity.  The 

technique of interlocking dialogue creates language equality, but cross-culturally the 

scene is post-colonial, performing a situation of dominance over the hearing majority 

by the deaf minority.	

 

5.2.6 BSL with voice-over 

 

Title:  The deaf school 

 
Table 5.23:  Cast list for The deaf school 

 
 

Synopsis 

A hearing teacher is teaching three deaf pupils to speak.  When he turns his back, they 

use BSL to complain that the class is boring and that they wish the teacher could sign.  

Throughout, the pupils are voiced-over by a hearing actor. 

 

The second half of the scene, when the pupils are using BSL, is played three times:  

once with the voice-over from behind the audience; a second time with the voice-over 

from the side of the stage; and finally with the voice-over actor onstage, sitting with 

the pupils. 
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The script for this scene is presented in Table 5.24.  Within the table, the first 

photograph is taken from a version when Elle (h) is positioned off-stage; the second is 

from the final iteration when Elle (h) adopts a position on stage with the other pupils. 

 
Table 5.24:  Script for The deaf school 
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Materiality 

The four actors who present this scene are among those who self-identify as deaf, but 

they do not represent a homogenous group.  Ruth (d) and Holly (d) both have hearing 

aids and regularly use the spoken modality.  In contrast, Moira (d) is profoundly deaf 

and uses only signed language.  They all, however play deaf semiotic bodies that 

match Moira’s (d) phenomenal body, being forced to develop speech within an audist 

school environment, although Holly’s (d) lip-reading skills imply an element of pre-

existing competence in spoken English receptivity.  In contrast, Sean (d), who has a 

similar audio-linguistic competence to Ruth (d) and Holly (d), adopts a hearing 

character who not only exclusively speaks, but also is ideologically opposed to the use 

of signed languages. 

 

The corporeality (and spatiality) of Elle (h), the hearing actor, is an area of 

complexity. Voicing from behind the audience, she is effectively disembodied for the 

hearing audience, and imperceptible to deaf spectators (as shown in the first 

photograph in Table 5.24 above).  Placed at the side of the stage, she is phenomenally 

present, but with the intention of adding nothing to the materiality of the performance 

beyond tonality, attempting to make her phenomenal body invisible but without 

having the semiotic body of a character to hide behind.  Moving onto stage presents 
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different challenges.  Her phenomenal body is present for all to see, and raises the 

question of whether or not her body is a neutral conduit for her voiceover, or if she is 

now adopting a character.  This actor-character dichotomy is further complicated by 

her decision to use role shift and thus be looking in the same direction as the signing 

actor that she is voicing over; and by the decision on the final line of the piece (“I can 

lip read”) to simultaneously sign and speak.  Elle’s (h) original intention is to maintain 

neutrality within the voiceover, but in practice she increasingly attempts to become a 

character:  “I did ask them actually whether they wanted the interpretation just, sort of, 

straight, but no, Moira (d) said that I should really act it” (Elle (h), reflexive interview, 

day five). 

 

Bilingualism 

The bilingual technique used here is the provision of a simultaneous spoken English 

voice-over to accompany a performance in BSL by deaf actors (see Table 5.25). 

 
Table 5.25:  The deaf school - simultaneous voice-over 

 
 

When the voice-over actor is located behind the audience, this is analogous to the use 

of headsets to receive simultaneous translations of spoken language plays at, for 

example, international theatre festivals.  Placing the voiceover actor to the side of the 

stage or onstage are techniques that underpinned the bilingualism of the NTD 

(Baldwin, 1993; Bragg and Bergman, 2002). 
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Table 5.26:  The deaf school - repetition 

 
 

Interestingly, the dialogue of the hearing teacher is not directly translated for deaf 

spectators, although there is an element of repetition, as shown in Table 5.26.  This is a 

recognised technique of bilingual performance, and has already been seen in Dear 

diary. 

 

Where there is no repetition, this is an example of what Bial (2005) would recognise 

as ‘double-coding’.  This means that the scene offers meaning in two layers, a specific 

sub-text available to members of the audience who identify culturally with one or 

more of the performed characters.  In this case, deaf spectators might recognise the 

storyline from their own experience, and self-identify with the ‘pupils’ on stage.  Such 

recognition would allow them to fill in any gaps in the narrative, making full 

translation of the teachers’ text unnecessary.  For hearing spectators there is no 

double-coding, but the missing sub-text does not impinge on their understanding, as 

they can access the teacher’s dialogue directly.  

 

The teacher’s untranslated dialogue is also supported by material in the written 

modality, included in the scene as his ‘blackboard’.  Examples are shown in Figure 

5.6. 
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Figure 5.6:  The deaf school – the blackboard 

 

Socio-analysis 

In Bourdieusian terms this scene is a direct representation of the imposition of hearing 

doxa on deaf people, the expression of audism in education already outlined in Section 

2.5.2.  Deaf children are educated in hearing schools, where spoken language is 

presented, in the body of the teacher, as the language of power. 

 

In summary, The deaf school is created by four deaf and one hearing actor, who 

perform fixed audio-linguistic identities.  Spoken language is dominant, although the 

deaf characters revert to signed language when the teacher’s back is turned.  Cross-

culturally this is a post-colonial scenario, the deaf characters being forced to adapt to 

the linguistic ideologies of the hearing field.	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

Page 160 

5.2.7 Mirroring 

 

Title:  The supermarket 

 
Table 5.27:  Cast list for The supermarket 

 
 

Synopsis 

A woman goes into a supermarket with her child.  While she is shopping, she tells the 

child to wait in a particular place, but when she goes back for her, the child is gone.  

The shopper goes to talk to a security guard, and when they review the CCTV footage, 

they see that the child has been abducted by an unknown man. 

 

Each character is played by two actors, one using BSL and the other using spoken 

English.  The languages are performed simultaneously.  The actors occupy one-half of 

the stage each (left and right) and mirror the actions of the other.  The child is not 

performed, instead left to the audience’s imagination. 

 
Table 5.28:  Script for The supermarket 
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Materiality 

This scene’s corporeality has two phenomenal bodies creating each semiotic body.  In 

this way characters are created that are audiologically and linguistically neutral, in that 

audiological status is irrelevant and each phenomenal body uses a different modality, 

producing semiotic bodies that are bi-modal.  The actors mirror each other’s facial 

expression, body language and movement, creating meaning through their mutual 

representation of a single character.  However, the phenomenal bodies of the actors 

who perform both the characters are not matched, and the audience is implicitly 

invited to ignore their different genders, body shapes and ages. 
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Spatially this piece follows the model used in Dear diary, where one side of the stage 

is used by signing deaf actors, the other by speaking hearing actors.  In early versions 

of the scene this separation was maintained throughout, but in the final, performed 

version, as presented in Table 5.28 above, the decision is made that the two actors 

playing the mother should ‘break’ the imaginary centre-stage mirror through which 

their symmetrical movements are created.  This action follows the realisation that the 

child is lost, and acts to break the spatial convention of the piece at the point that the 

mother experiences panic.  Semiotically, this seems a useful piece of blocking to the 

actors, although it is unhelpful for deaf spectators, as I explain in Section 6.1.7.	

 

Bilingualism 

This is the first of two scenes to approach bilingualism using simultaneous 

characterisation, in which one character is represented by two actors simultaneously, 

one using speech and the other sign language.  A similar technique is described by 

Rosenberg (1978), but in that case (Spanish/English performance in Texas), two 

spoken languages are being used and interlocking narration is required to make it 

effective.  In contrast this example has dialogue delivered simultaneously in each 

modality (see Table 5.29). 

 
Table 5.29:  The supermarket – simultaneous bi-modal dialogue 

 
 

The piece also uses one additional feature of bilingualism that is borrowed from Dear 

diary, namely the use of on-stage written English.  In this case, it is the single word 

“Tesco”, which serves to provide the context of the action.  A rehearsal example of the 

sign is shown in Figure 5.7. 
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Figure 5.7:  The supermarket – written English 

 

Again, its efficacy for deaf spectators is dependent on their assumed bilingualism, with 

at least some competence in written English. 

 

Socio-analysis 

This scene presents the deaf and hearing fields as co-terminous.  At the level on which 

the phenomenal bodies of the actors are concerned, the linguistic doxa of the 

respective fields still apply, with hearing actors speaking and deaf actors signing.  

However, if we consider only the semiotic bodies, the linguistic hierarchy is flattened 

as each character is represented as bi-modal with no preference for one or other 

language.  This linguistic equality is reinforced when the mirror is broken and the 

dialogue is performed by one speaking actor in conversation with one signing actor on 

both sides of the stage, creating a paradigm not dissimilar to that in The bank robbery.  

Linguistically at least, the two fields are performed as equal within the field of power, 

and as with The wedding, we might consider this as the performance of a doxa-free 

third space. 

 

In summary, The supermarket is created by a mixed group of deaf and hearing actors.  

The characters achieve audio-linguistic neutrality by being re-presented by two 

phenomenal bodies, one signing-deaf and the other speaking-hearing, a technique that 

also creates language equality.  Like The wedding, the scene performs a sociological 

third space, and is difficulty to classify cross-culturally. 
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5.2.8 Cloning 

 

Title:  The aeroplane 

 
Table 5.30:  Cast list for The aeroplane 

 
 

Synopsis 

The groom and jilted bride (from the earlier scene The wedding) board an aeroplane 

without initially noticing each other.  After they have been served drinks, they argue 

about who should have the right to go on the honeymoon. 

 

Each character is played by two actors, one using BSL and the other using spoken 

English.  The languages are performed simultaneously.  They actors move about the 

stage in unison. 

 
Table 5.31:  Script for The aeroplane 
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Materiality 

This scene represents a second attempt at simultaneous characterisation, and much of 

the analysis applied to the preceding scene, The supermarket, is equally applicable 

here.  Corporeally and linguistically a single semiotic body is created by two 

phenomenal bodies, each using a different language modality.  The main difference is 

spatial.  Instead of each side of the stage being assigned to a language modality, here 

the actors move throughout the whole space, side by side and in unison. 

 

As in most of the work created, and already mentioned in the analysis of The wedding, 

no emphasis is placed on the phenomenal bodies of the actors participating here.  The 

bride and groom are understood (by the actors) to be the same characters from The 

wedding, and the same actors from that scene are cast in the same roles in The 

aeroplane.  This scene, however, is corporeally more complex.  The bride is now 

played by both a deaf woman and a hearing man.  Two women represent the groom 

(one of whom previously played the priest at The wedding).  Furthermore, the gender 

of the characters is not explicitly stated and observing the actors’ conversations in 

rehearsal is not informative, as pronouns in BSL are non-gendered. 

The scene also looks back to The wedding in its use of direct interaction with 

spectators.  Again a central aisle is created in the auditorium and as the actors playing 

the steward enter from behind the audience they ask individual spectators (in signed 

and spoken language) to fasten their seat belts, conferring on them the role of fellow 

passengers on the aeroplane.  In performance, a number of spectators actively join in 

and mime fulfilling the request. 

 

Bilingualism 

As with The supermarket, the bilingual technique used here is simultaneous bi-modal 

dialogue, as shown in Table 5.32. 

 
Table 5.32:  The aeroplane – simultaneous bi-modal dialogue 
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Socio-analysis 

Again this matches The aeroplane socio-analytically, in being performance of a doxa-

free third space, at least as far as linguistic ideologies are concerned. 

 

In summary, The aeroplane is very similar to The supermarket.  It is created by a 

mixed group of deaf and hearing actors who perform audio-linguistically neutral 

characters and create language equality.  The scene also performs a sociological third 

space, and is difficulty to classify cross-culturally. 

 

5.2.9 Parallel performance 

 

Title:  The lift 

 
Table 5.33:  Cast list for The lift 

 
 

Synopsis 

Four people (two deaf and two hearing) enter a lift.  Soon after it starts to move, it 

breaks down and the occupants are stuck.  Communication problems between the 

characters are revealed and soon panic ensues. 

 

Dialogue in each language has different content but is often performed simultaneously.  

There is little attempt at translation between the two pairs of characters. 

 
Table 5.34:  Script for The lift 

 



   

 

Page 168 

 
 

 



   

 

Page 169 
 



   

 

Page 170 

 
 



   

 

Page 171 

 
 

Materiality 

This scene is the only one of the data set that consciously makes a virtue of the 

difference between deaf and hearing bodies.  Actors mostly play characters with deaf 

or hearing competences similar to their own.  The exception is Sean (d), who in real 

life uses both BSL and spoken English, depending on the context, but does not speak 

in this scene.  He does however rely on his residual hearing when involved in the 

bilingual techniques described below.  This scene is also a second example of double-

coding.  As in The deaf school, the presentation of deaf semiotic bodies and 

experiences might give deaf spectators the opportunity to flesh out the narrative 

through identification with the characters being performed and the stories they are 

telling.   

 

Spatially, this is the third of the nine scenes created to actively consider the placement 

of the audience.  Seating is laid out to represent two sides of a lift.  One of the sides 
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has a gap between the seats that represents the door (see Figure 5.8 for a diagrammatic 

representation of the layout). 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.8:  Audience layout for The lift 
 

As the action begins behind the spectators on the door side, these spectators are 

dependent on the reactions of those on the other side to realise that the scene has 

started.  A successful beginning thus depends not only on actor-spectator interaction, 

but also on interaction between spectators seated in different parts of the audience.  

Such spectator-spectator interaction is a feature of indigenous deaf theatre (Bahan, 

2006; Peters, 2006) that is less commonly seen in mainstream hearing theatre. 

 

Bilingualism 

A particular feature of the piece is an approach to bilingualism that I call untranslated.  

There is one piece of interlocking dialogue, as shown in Table 5.35. 

 
Table 5.35:  The lift – interlocking dialogue 

 
 

There are also occasional examples of characters interpreting consecutively within the 

dialogue, as for example in Table 5.36. 
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Table 5.36:  The lift – consecutive interpreting 

 
 

Otherwise, the dialogue is not translated between the two languages and the characters 

find themselves more often in opposition than as collaborators in an attempt to get out 

of the lift.  This is not a post-modern technique (Carlson, 2009) in which code-

switching is a means of adding to the semiotic code of the piece by generating 

meaning from the language chosen as well as the words/signs used.  Instead, deaf 

characters are being performed for deaf spectators, and hearing for hearing.  Most of 

the detail is made available in both languages, but not necessarily at the same time, 

and as in spoken language bilingual theatre the adoption of a highly visual and 

physical approach assists in conveying the narrative where there is a lack of language 

competence (Rosenberg, 1978; Crea, 1992; Marinetti, 2013; Richardson, 2018b).  

With such techniques, only bilingual spectators have access to everything (Ladouceur, 

2013a; Richardson, 2018b); although this is often compromised here as different 

dialogue is performed simultaneously in each language. 

 

Socio-analysis 

Like Dear diary, this scene presents practice seen in both deaf and hearing fields, side 

by side and simultaneously.  Here however, there is more than one narrative, 

particularly at the start, when deaf characters sign their own story, and hearing 

characters speak theirs.  The linguistic doxa of each field is preserved.  When the 

stories overlap, however, the fields are not performed in their usual relative positions.  

Rather, as in The bank robbery, hearing characters are often shown in compromising 

and unflattering situations and the deaf field adopts a superior position.   

 

In summary, The lift is created by a mixed group of deaf and hearing actors.  They 

perform characters with fixed audio-linguistic identity, and signed and spoken 

languages are treated equally, although at times full translation is not provided.  Most 

of the scene performs field equality and can be described as multi-cultural.  However, 

when there is non-translation, this is used as an opportunity to make the deaf 
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characters superior, and at these times the scene is more appropriately classified as 

post-colonial. 

 

5.3 The representation of equality within the performance material 

 

As already indicated in Section 4.4.1, the stated aim of the actors is to produce pieces 

of theatre that are equally accessible to deaf and hearing spectators.  Following the 

scene-by-scene analysis presented above, I suggest that the achievement of equality of 

participation for spectators might be achieved through the interweaving of cultures in 

the scenes, with a nuanced combination of direct actor-spectator interaction, different 

approaches to corporeality, and the creation and delivery of bilingual text.  In this 

section, I review each of these factors, and subsequently use my own socio-analysis of 

the pieces to consider the representation of equality in each of the performances. 

 

5.3.1  Cross-cultural typology 

Thus far I have not presented a scene analysis of the cross-cultural analysis of the 

material created by the actors, as this proves problematic.  Beyond their intra-

culturality, by virtue of interweaving deaf and hearing practices from within the same 

nation state, many of the scenes are difficult to locate with certainty within Lo and 

Gilbert’s (2002) typology.  The exception is those scenes that can be described, at least 

in part, as being post-colonial:  The railway station, The bank robbery, The deaf 

school and The lift. 

 

The railway station and The deaf school both portray stories drawn from the deaf 

experience, which are largely unknown to hearing people.  The focus in both is 

language and communication issues, with the inclusion of an explicit critique of 

hearing attitudes. They can be specifically located as non-syncretic post-colonial 

performances, as the audience spatiality marks them as being performed within the 

conventions of dominant hearing cultural practices. 

 

The bank robbery is post-colonial by virtue of its casting. With Mehwish (d) as the 

gang leader and the hearing actors as her followers, this scene upturns traditional 

hierarchies to create a mundus invertus and implicitly promote Bauman and Murray’s 

(2014) notion of Deaf Gain. The new power relationship is amplified by making the 

hearing actors comically inept, a character trait more usually applied to deaf characters 
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in, for example, Hollywood films (Avon, 2006).  The lift contains similar post-colonial 

elements, for example Jasmine’s (h) attempt to wake up Sean (d) after he has passed 

out by shouting into his ear. 

 

All four of the post-colonial pieces are broadly representative of indigenous deaf 

theatre as defined by Miles and Fant (1976) and Peters (2006).  Two, The deaf school 

and The railway station, are created by groups in which all participants are deaf, and 

one, The lift, by a group which is half deaf, half hearing.  In these cases, the deaf 

actors choose to perform their own cultural experiences.  The bank robbery, however, 

is created by a group dominated by hearing people, and represents only the accidental 

creation of something akin to deaf theatre in the pursuit of the successful achievement 

of a particular bilingual technique. 

 

5.3.2 Spatiality and actor-audience interaction  

The space is mostly used in the performances in a traditional ‘end-on’ manner, the 

actors presenting their work at one end of the room with the audience facing them, 

seated in a solid block.  For two scenes, Dear diary and The supermarket, each side of 

the stage is designated as the space of one or other of the two languages used, as a 

specific bilingual technique.  Three scenes make specific changes to the layout of the 

audience.  Their seats are oriented such that spectators create the walls of The lift, and 

in The wedding and The supermarket central aisles are created.  In all three cases the 

intention is to reinforce actor-spectator interaction through proximity and 

participation.  In The lift greater intimacy is created by seating every spectator no 

further than two rows from the action.  In The wedding and The aeroplane, spectators 

are conferred specific roles as congregants and airline passengers respectively.  Both 

these approaches are reminiscent of the actor-spectator interaction seen at deaf 

performances, as described in Section 3.3.1.	

 

5.3.3 Corporeality and audio-linguistic status  

Turning to corporeality, I first consider the actors’ phenomenal bodies.  Of the group, 

eight identify as female, two as male.   One is Asian Scottish, the remainder white 

British.  Eight of the participants are in their twenties, but two are older, with children 

in their late teens. On the first day one participant tells me of their transgender status.  

Throughout the project the meaning that these various markers of identity might 

present to spectators is ignored by the actors, and a non-traditional approach to casting 
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(Buckley, 1991) which ignores gender, age and ethnicity is followed, in for example 

The wedding, The supermarket and The aeroplane.  Furthermore, such features are 

also not referenced for many of the characters, for whom many markers of social 

identity (including costume) are also ignored. 

 

Instead the focus for the actors is the performance of deaf and hearing identities, 

specifically audiological status and linguistic modality.  In the range of scenes 

analysed above, with the exception of I’m pregnant and The railway station that are 

fully hearing and fully deaf respectively, the performances of these two semiotic 

identities are not discrete phenomena, rather their performance creates different forms 

of identity interaction.  These different interactions can be seen as overlapping and 

forming a continuum, as shown in Figure 5.9. 

 

 
Figure 5.9:  The continuum of performed audio-linguistic identity 

 

At one end of the continuum, The wedding, The supermarket and The aeroplane 

scenes ignore the difference between deaf and hearing identity and adopt a neutral 

approach to audio-linguistic status.  This is achieved by creating language equality, 

either by using only a visual lingua franca, as in The wedding, or by having each 

character expressed equally in both languages in those scenes that use simultaneous 

characterisation. 

 

In the middle of the continuum is a technique in which a fluidity of audio-linguistic 

status is expressed by both actors and characters within the performance.  This is most 

clearly seen in Dear diary, where bilingual actors are seen representing characters with 

one identity and interpreting from another identity within the same scene.  The use of 

Visual Vernacular to represent characters using only the hands adds to this fluidity of 

phenomenal and semiotic representation, as already described (see Section 5.2.4). 

Neutrality of  
audio-linguistic 

identity 

Fluidity of  
audio-linguistic 

identity 

Fixity of  
audio-linguistic 

identity 
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Finally, deaf and hearing identities may be presented as audio-linguistically fixed and 

distinct.  Strong expressions of deaf identity are seen in The railway station, which 

contrasts with the semiotically muted performances of the hearing characters in I’m 

pregnant.  The deaf school shows a marked contrast between the hearing identity of 

the teacher and the deaf identities of the pupils, and the distinction is made even 

clearer when the hearing interpreter (character) is also placed on stage.  Both The bank 

robbery and The lift use the difference between identities from a deaf perspective to 

mock hearing attitudes, as already described.  Considering the scenes named in this 

paragraph suggests that the performance of fixed audio-linguistic identities correlates 

with the post-colonial approach to cross-culturality.   

	

5.3.4 Bilingual techniques in performance 

A number of techniques demonstrated in this project are already described in the 

bilingual theatre literature.  On-stage translation by characters is seen in The railway 

station and The lift, in both cases representing a regular behaviour of bilingual deaf 

identity.  Dear diary contains short sections of repetition, and in common with The 

bank robbery and The lift, interlocking narration, both described by Rosenberg (1978).  

Sections of dialogue remained untranslated in The deaf school and The lift, fully 

accessible only to bilingual spectators, as described in some bilingual performance in 

western Canada (Ladouceur, 2013a).  The use of other media is described by both 

Rosenberg and Ladouceur and this is reflected by the use of written text in Dear diary 

and The Supermarket.  	

 

This project also demonstrates techniques that are not reported in the spoken bilingual 

theatre literature, predicated on the notion of simultaneity of performance in signed 

and spoken modalities.  The deaf school uses simultaneous voice-over, and whilst a 

similar technique was used by the NTD in the US, there the spoken language was the 

reading verbatim of an extant script, and the sign language rendered was a translation 

from that (Baldwin, 1993; Bragg and Bergman, 2002).  In contrast, in this scene the 

signed and spoken versions are developed in tandem.  Similarly the simultaneous 

characterisation used in The supermarket and The aeroplane bears superficial 

resemblance to shadow interpreting as described by Gebron (2000) and	Rigney (2003).  

Again the difference is the equal significance given to each language in this project.  

There is no one language of performance, translated by an interpreter for a particular 

target group within the audience.  Instead the two performances are developed side by 
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side, the two language renditions developed as both sources for and translation of the 

other.	

 

In common with bilingual practices reported in the literature (Rosenberg, 1978; Crea, 

1992; Marinetti, 2013; Richardson, 2018b), many of the pieces are highly visual.  The 

railway station and The lift both use a physical style to support bilingual dialogue.  

The wedding and Dear diary have elements that are entirely visual with no dialogue, 

using mime and Visual Vernacular respectively.  Only I’m pregnant, the piece created 

by an entirely hearing group with no intention of being accessible to deaf spectators, is 

performed with minimal visual information. 

 

By combining the various approaches used in this project with those already reported 

in the literature and discussed in Section 3.2.3, I propose a classification of bilingual 

techniques, as shown in Figure 5.10. 

 

Many of the scenes in this project do not limit themselves to only one of these 

bilingual approaches, even when they are created to experiment with a single 

technique. The use of a variety of approaches, appropriate to character and narrative, is 

particularly seen in The lift and Dear diary.  This reflects the aesthetic of 

contemporary professional companies such as Deafinitely Theatre (Robinson, 2017) 

and The Deaf and Hearing Ensemble (Richardson, 2017a), which both use a range of 

techniques within their productions to enhance actor-spectator interaction. 
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Figure 5.10:  Classification of bilingual performance techniques 
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5.3.5 Socio-analysis 

From a sociological perspective, the performance of equality (in the context of this 

thesis) should be apparent in scenes where the prevailing inequality between the deaf 

and hearing fields is removed, to allow for the re-presentation of non-hierarchical 

relationships.  Reviewing the scenes, two separate sets are apparent.  One set performs 

either field equality or a doxa-free sociological third space, which represents a 

transformation from real social spaces.  The second set maintains the superiority of 

one field over another and does not perform a transformation.   The fundamental 

features of the scenes that position them in one or other set are given in Table 5.37. 

 
Table 5.37:  Summary of the scenes 

 

In the top half of the table are those scenes that offer a performance of equality.  These 

all present either neutrality or fluidity of identity performance, are difficult to locate 

cross-culturally, and use bilingual techniques that produce equality of language use. 

By contrast, the scenes in the lower half of the table perform fixed identities, are 

mono-cultural or post-colonial, tend to prioritise one language modality over the other 

and/or maintain power inequality.  These performances either re-present the existing 

hierarchies of real social spaces, or in the case of The bank robbery produce a new 

hierarchy in which the deaf field is now in a superior position and the oppressed have 

become the oppressors.  This is a distinctly anti-Freirean position (as discussed in 

Section 4.1.1), and does not re-present equality of participation for deaf and hearing 

people. 

 

The lift is difficult to situate within these two groups.  On the one hand, its 

performance of the lived experience of both deaf and hearing people side by side is 

difficult to define cross-culturally.  Furthermore, as in Dear diary there is language 

equality and a predominantly horizontal rather than hierarchical relation between the 
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two fields.  At times however, the fixity of audio-linguistic identity allows the 

performance of equality to be undermined by short forays into post-colonialism, 

creating more anti-Freirean performances as deaf characters make fun of hearing 

characters.  As the dialogue is untranslated, however, it is possible that the 

performance re-presents equality for all spectators most of the time, and for hearing 

audience all of the time, but that occasionally for deaf spectators it becomes anti-

Freirean before reverting to a position of equality.	

 

To conclude, this chapter has presented the core data of this project, namely those that 

relate to theatrical product:  the techniques chosen to work on by the participants, and 

the scripts of the pieces performed on day 5.  These scripts have been analysed in 

terms of their materiality, cross-culturality and bilingualism.  Furthermore, I have used 

a Bourdieusian socio-analysis to discuss which of the scenes might represent a 

performance of equality (as I understand that within the context of this project).  

Finally, I have identified which aspects of materiality, cross-culturality and 

bilingualism correlate with the performance of equality, and those that correlate with 

the performance of inequality.  In the next chapter, I go on to present and analyse the 

metadata generated by the audience focus groups, which represent their responses to 

the performances. 
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Chapter 6:  Revealing the inequality of audience experience 

 

Having presented the script data generated in this project, and my own analysis of 

them, I now turn to the presentation and analysis of the socially constructionist 

metadata generated throughout the week as responses to the scenes.  My aim is to 

answer the research sub-question: 

• What are the responses of deaf and hearing spectators to the 

performances created within this project? 

 

These metadata are first the responses of the acting ensemble to the work of their 

colleagues, shared during discussions within the creative process and recorded both by 

me in my field notes, and by the actors in their reflective diaries (all actors’ quotes 

presented in this chapter are drawn from my field notes unless otherwise attributed).  

Some of these responses influenced the creative process, but are included here as the 

focus in Chapter 7 is on expressions of identity, language and power within the 

devising groups, rather than on decision-making.  Second are the responses of the 

invited audience who have not been part of the creative process.  The intention is to 

compare not only the responses of deaf and hearing spectators, but also the difference 

between spectator reaction and the intention of the actors. 

 

Whilst the aim throughout is to interrogate participants’ understanding of, and thus 

participation in, the performance, it is still possible to follow the guidance of Sauter 

(2000) in considering different aspects of audience response.  Accordingly, analysis of 

each scene in turn in this chapter’s first section explores participants’ interpretation 

and evaluation of what they have seen.  In subsequent sections, I firstly discuss 

audience responses to the cross-cultural typology, materiality and bilingual 

classification of the performances seen, using the analytical framework I generated in 

Section 5.3.	 	 Secondly, I consider differences between deaf and hearing societal 

contexts that might influence reception.  Again after Sauter (ibid.), these sections 

reveal spectators’ emotional responses to, prior expectations about, and prejudices 

concerning the performances. 
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6.1 Interpretation and evaluation 

 

At the instigation of the acting ensemble, the audience is split into separate deaf and 

hearing focus groups (see Table 6.1), which are led by two actors, one deaf and one 

hearing.    

 
Table 6.1:  Composition of culturally separate focus groups 

 
 

The structure of the focus groups is pre- determined by the actors.  The modified 

Likert scale described in Section 4.4.2 is used as a stimulus for further discussion that 

focuses initially on spectator understanding of what they have seen, and later 

ascertains whether they would be willing to buy a ticket to see a show using the 

technique in question.   Subsequently the spectators are split into mixed deaf and 

hearing groups (see Table 6.2), to discuss the relative merits of visual theatre versus 

dialogue theatre.   

 
Table 6.2:  Composition of culturally mixed focus groups	

 
 

Their discussions are video-recorded by one of the acting participants, and I 

subsequently transcribe and, where necessary, translate the data from BSL into 

English. 
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Whilst the focus group leaders interrogate the spectators’ understanding of the scenes, 

and thus the effectiveness of the techniques in providing accessibility, responses 

embrace both understanding and engagement, suggesting that both of these are factors 

that influence participation.  Here I present the metadata pertinent to each of the 

performed scenes, as listed in Table 6.3. 

 
Table 6.3:  Scenes performed 

 
 

For consistency, I continue to follow this order in the presentation of my findings, 

although to maintain an element of narrative logic within the performance, the running 

order as shown in Figure 6.1 is used. 

 

 
Figure 6.1:  Performance running order 
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The quantitative data generated by the use of Likert scales are not presented, as they 

represent subjective responses by only a small number of participants, insufficient for 

meaningful statistical analysis. As such they have little explanatory value over and 

above that provided by the qualitative data.  Furthermore, where the metadata are more 

general, relating to performance materiality, cross-cultural typology, bilingual 

classification or societal context, I present them in later sections. 

 

6.1.1 Fully hearing:  I’m pregnant 

This scene, performed by four hearing people, is presented fully in spoken English 

with very little additional visual information.  In the ensemble’s discussion of the 

piece, the deaf actors concede that it is particularly difficult to understand, and the 

hearing performers reveal that they aimed to make the scene as inaccessible as 

possible.  The best hope for access is through lip-reading, but the actors often turn 

their backs or mumble, making this difficult.  I also record in my field notes that there 

is an expectation from the watching deaf actors that “the Facebook/Twitter 

conversations would be meaningful”, whereas they are essentially redundant, just a 

distraction for the other characters from Elaine’s predicament.  The only visual clue to 

meaning is a brief gesture to her abdomen by Elaine, from which Moira (d) “got that 

she was pregnant”.  The gesture is ambiguous however, and others take it to mean that 

Elaine has “a sore belly”.  Overall the deaf actors find the reliance on dialogue without 

supporting visual communication “so dull I was falling asleep” (Sean (d), reflexive 

interview, day five). 

 

At the public performance, this response is reflected by the deaf audience, and as 

expected, not by the hearing audience who have full access to the language and 

confirm their willingness to buy tickets for spoken language theatre.  On the night, 

however, I’m pregnant is performed after The railway station and Rachel (h) is struck 

by the lack of facial expression and gesture in this scene in comparison to “the first 

one which was so visually interesting”.	

 

6.1.2 Fully deaf:  The railway station 

This scene is created by all five deaf actors, and uses BSL, gesture and mime, with a 

short section of spoken English when Holly (d) is talking to the station manager.  In 

preparing the scene, the actors reveal that if they are “very visual it will be too 

accessible”, and this turns out to be accurate.  Hearing actors find the sign language 
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dialogue difficult to follow, but otherwise the narrative is clear and understandable 

through body language and facial expression.  Michaela (h) is “surprised how much 

we understood”.   Elle (h) adds that “we can read people easily, physically” and starts 

a debate on the relative merits of visual theatre and language-based theatre which 

continues throughout the week.  For Ruth (d) it marks the difference between deaf and 

hearing theatre:  “hearing theatre is lots of dialogue and even if it is signed it is boring 

and difficult.  Deaf theatre is visual and physical”.  Jasmine (h) asserts the need to use 

“a visual language as the fundamental language of theatre”.  In response to my 

questioning, both Jasmine (h) and Moira (d) call for the programming of more visual 

theatre by theatre managers.  They go so far as to claim that if they were asked to 

produce a Shakespeare play they would “tell them we’ll ditch the language and make 

it visual”. 

 

The deaf audience are pleased to see a scene that reflects their own experiences of 

communication breakdown in hearing spaces.  Furthermore, it reflects the fluid 

language repertoires, not only signed but also spoken, of many deaf people, and the 

highly visual nature of the piece, with clear body language and facial expression, 

matches the visual orientation of these spectators (a subject I discuss in more detail in 

Section 6.2.4).  Only E-J (d), herself an actor and writer, has reservations:  for her the 

use of dialogue, even when it is presented in BSL, is not ideal.  She prefers to see 

performances that are entirely visual, with no dialogue at all. 

 

For the hearing audience, there is general agreement that the context of this scene is 

difficult to establish.  For Lynsey-Anne (h) “at the beginning I could tell it was tickets 

… but just exactly what the tickets were for wasn't clear.”  Rachel (h) finds her 

“imagination was filling in a lot of the blanks” and for much of the scene thinks it 

could just as easily be set in a bus station rather than a railway station.  When dialogue 

takes place in BSL, Jon (h) “felt a bit lost”, an experience shared by all the 

(monolingual) hearing audience.  They all agreed, however, that they understood it by 

the end, predominantly because of information conveyed without the use of codified 

language:  “it was by the visual rather than the conversation that was happening that I 

understood” (Rachel (h)). 

 

In terms of buying a ticket to see a piece of deaf theatre, however, the hearing 

audience are reluctant to commit, despite their eventual full understanding.  All enjoy 
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the visual element, but for Jon (h) it would also depend on their being regular on-stage 

translations into spoken English (similar to Holly’s (d) conversation with the station 

employee), if not full surtitles.  Rachel (h) agrees:  “I don't think I could sit through an 

hour and a half or two hours of something that I knew that I would miss quite a lot of 

dialogue.”	

 

6.1.3 Visual without dialogue:  The wedding 

Here a mixed group of actors create a scene using only visual communication.  

Discussion reveals that comprehension by a mixed group of watching actors is high, 

and Moira (d) praises the use of body language in propelling the narrative.  Not 

everything is entirely clear, however.  Ruth (d) explains that they chose a situation that 

everybody can relate to, through its familiarity, but it is not obvious to everybody at 

the start that the setting is a church.  Sean (d) thinks it may be a family gathering, 

Jasmine (h) a cult meeting.  However, for Michaela (h), “We don’t need to know 

everything”, and Jasmine (h) adds that “it is okay to know everything only in 

retrospect”. 

 

A significant feature of this scene is the immersive element for the audience, who are 

treated as the congregation at the ceremony.  For Sean (d) it “makes you feel part of 

the performance”.  Steph (h) explains that the intimate nature of the playing space and 

the interaction with the audience is intended to “make up for the lack of dialogue”, and 

Ruth (d) suggests that it could be enhanced by “making more eye contact with the 

audience”.  For Jasmine (h), it would “be good to have more of that” in scenes created 

later in the week. 

 

Audience reactions are similar to those of the actors. Lynsey-Anne (h) notes that as a 

piece of physical theatre this should work for spectators who use any language, not 

only English and BSL.  Colin (h) “really enjoyed the set-up of the audience … it made 

it feel very much like you were part of the ceremony.”  Jon (h) is concerned, however, 

that he “didn’t know why the wedding was happening” and “didn’t know why she ran 

away”.  Only Lynsey-Anne (h) notices that “she was in love with the other 

bridesmaid”, mostly from the bridesmaid’s reaction to the dropped ring. 

 

From the deaf spectators, E-J (d) particularly likes that this scene has “no words, none 

at all … it is completely clear, visual and clear”.  Shelagh (d) and David (d) agree.  
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Danni (d) concurs that “visual theatre can be beautiful if it is done well” but strikes a 

note of caution:  it “is really hard to make everything clear for everybody”.  Trudi (d) 

admits that like many of the hearing spectators she missed the moment of connection 

between the groom and the bridesmaid, and so did not know the reason for his hasty 

exit.	

 

6.1.4 Visual with minimal dialogue:  Dear diary 

In this scene, a mixed group create a predominantly visual performance, with minimal 

dialogue that is sometimes simultaneously translated and at other times clarified using 

repetition by different characters.  Visual Vernacular is also used as a communication 

device.  This scene is felt by the watching actors to be the most accessible created thus 

far, consequent on its visual nature and the flexibility of language use.  The interesting 

variety of techniques used also lead Elle (h) to describe it as “such a good piece in 

itself”.  Furthermore, the establishment of context, by writing on flipchart paper and 

using minimal dialogue, are both felt to be useful additions that are missing in The 

railway station and The wedding.  The actors agree to incorporate written information 

as appropriate in other scenes (for example the ‘blackboard’ in The deaf school and the 

‘Tesco’ sign in The supermarket.) 

 

Most spectators find this scene fully understandable.  For the hearing spectators it is 

particularly enjoyable, “the one that I wanted to see more of” (Colin (h)).  The mix of 

techniques is praised by all the hearing group, and all but Jon (h) agree that they 

would buy a ticket to see a show in this style.  Jon’s (h) concern is that adding the 

techniques that make the scene inclusive does not necessarily make it a better piece of 

work than a purely spoken language piece, although he does praise it for “being quite 

theatrical … I just found it interesting to watch”.   

 

There is a different response from the majority of deaf spectators.  E-J (d) has already 

made it clear that she prefers to see no dialogue at all.  For Shelagh (d)   

 

I prefer to have one [technique] that I can focus on rather than having them all 

mixed up - if there is signing then speaking then it is really difficult for me to 

follow.  
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On the other hand, during a discussion about the different visual styles available to 

deaf performers, Sandra (d) concurs with the hearing spectators in saying that she 

“likes them all mixed up.” 

 

6.1.5 Interlocking dialogue:  The bank robbery 

In this scene, a group of one deaf and four hearing people create a scene using the 

technique of interlocking dialogue.  Dan (h) explains that the technique involves an 

element of repetition when characters are conversing, but that this is not translation as 

such.  For him “the technique works” and he is particular pleased that 

 

it gave us characters, because I don't think we came up with the stupid 

[characters] until we had repetition, and we went, “Oh we are repeating things, 

because we are stupid,” and it was kind of “Oh yeah, that works.”  (reflexive 

interview, day five) 

 

Moira (d), however, reveals in the actors’ discussion that for her it is confusing.  It 

seems like Mehwish (d) may be translating rather than answering, which makes Moira 

(d) question if she is playing a character or being an interpreter.  Furthermore, because 

it is not a translation a such, Moira (d) feels that she is “maybe missing the detail”, as 

there seems to be much more speaking than signing.  Elle (h) feels that as a technique 

this may be more effective for hearing audiences than for deaf.  Other deaf actors 

watching the scene, however, enjoy Mehwish’s integral role in the story, “more like a 

story-teller than an interpreter” (Ruth (d)), and this seems more important than the 

question of the equivalence of the translation. 

 

For most of the deaf spectators, this scene is unpopular.  Trudi (d) explains that with 

so many people speaking it is difficult to follow everything: 

 

I was focused on one person who was signing which meant that I was trying to 

pick up from her what was going on rather than anybody else.	

 

For E-J (d), “I feel like all the responsibility was on Mehwish”, but it is not clear 

whether she is providing a translation of the spoken dialogue or a shortened version of 

it.  Her concern is that although she is following the story overall, she is missing the 

detail.  For example: 
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I saw the hearing audience laughing, and I wondered what was going on, and 

they obviously got more of what was being said. 

 

Only Danni (d) feels that she understands everything, largely because she wasn’t 

concerned about what she might be missing. 

 

I assumed that the spoken English was not important.  There was only one 

person signing and I thought that was the full information because it made 

sense to me, I could tell that the full story was there.  That's why I accepted all 

the talking, I just assumed that it was not important. 

 

Danni (d) adopts this position partly because the deaf character is the leader of the 

gang, and so assumes that her dialogue is more significant than that of her followers.  

She is, however, the only deaf spectator who would buy a ticket to see this technique. 

 

The scene is equally unpopular with the hearing spectators.  They are uncertain as to 

how much they understand.  For example, for Lynsey-Anne (h) “it was a bank 

robbery, and that was all I got from it”.  Generally the plot was felt to be unengaging.  

Lynsey-Anne (h) comments that 

 

there were no stakes, and there were stakes in every other scene we've seen.  

Whether that's useful I don't know, but I think it is in terms of understanding. 

 

Rachel (h) finds the bilingual technique of interlocking dialogue “a bit messy”.  She is 

frustrated by her own lack of ability to follow all the dialogue, and distracted by 

focusing on a confusing technique in which one character signs, the responses to her 

are in spoken English, and yet everybody seems to understand each other.  Lynsey-

Anne (h) assumes that the intention is to remove deaf-hearing difference, but feels that 

“actually it created a bit more because it wasn’t clear.”  Ironically for her,  

 

the most clarity I got was from the deaf actress , because although I don't know 

the signs I actually got the "step one" and so on, so then it didn't matter what 

her instruction was, you knew this is the plan and here's the instruction.  And 

the very short answers from the hearing actors, they just didn't add anything.  

 



   

 

Page 191 

For Lynsey-Anne (h) and Colin (h), their assumption is that they can understand this 

scene because it has a relatively simple story, but anything more complex in this style 

would be problematic. 

 

6.1.6 BSL with voice-over:  The deaf school 

This scene involves the simultaneous delivery of dialogue in both BSL and spoken 

English, with the voice-over delivered by a single hearing actor placed in one of three 

places:  behind the audience, to the side of the stage, and finally on stage, as shown in 

Figure 6.2. 

 

 

 
Figure 6.2:  The deaf school – Showing the layout without, and later with, Elle (h) onstage 

 

Hearing actors watching the three iterations can access the voice-over equally well in 

each position, and the deaf actors have access to the signed dialogue, so understanding 

is high.  Discussion focuses on the relative merits of the different positions adopted by 

Elle (h), the interpreter-actor.  Her own opinion is that being visible at the side of the 

stage while delivering the voice-over is uncomfortable, and being behind the audience 

is preferable.  The onstage version is “fun, as long as there is enough rehearsal period 

to work up distinct mannerisms for each character.  Then it might work.”  For the 

watching hearing actors, however, the voice-over from behind the audience is 

preferable and responses to Elle (h) being onstage are less positive.  For Dan (h) “it is 

a visual distraction and offers no advantage over the unseen interpreter”.  Jasmine (h) 
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agrees with him that the positioning of the interpreter is problematic, as is the use of 

role shift (the use of eye gaze and body language to represent each character 

differently).  Ruth (d) agrees, suggesting that “hearing people are not used to” role 

shift as an acting technique.  Perhaps the solution is to allow the interpreter to move, 

rather than maintain a fixed position relative to the deaf actors, but Moira (d) suspects 

this would be even more distracting.  For her the onstage interpreter is the worst of the 

three versions, “Elle’s technique overwhelms the other actors”.  It offers nothing for 

deaf audience and hearing audience can take everything they need even if she is not 

visible.  Elle (h) concedes that if the onstage interpreting is distracting “then there is 

no point.  If it is stealing all the focus then it is no good”. 

 

For the deaf spectators, the subject matter, showing the school experience of many 

deaf people, is appealing, and all say that they would pay to see a show performed in 

this style.  This identification with the characters supports understanding.  For Danni 

(d) “it is in sign language as the first language” and this is the most important aspect of 

this scene for all the deaf group.  Accordingly, the question of where the voice-over 

actor should be positioned is relatively irrelevant, and a range of responses are elicited.  

Her position is immaterial to Trudi (d) and David (d).  E-J (d) enjoys “being able to 

see the voice-over [on stage], her facial expressions, how she added to the action”.  

Sandra (d) and Danni (d) also prefer her on stage, but not because of what she adds to 

the performance.  Instead, as Danni (d) explains, when “the voice-over was going on at 

the side I felt like maybe I was missing something.”  The voice-over actor’s position 

behind the audience is not discussed, as the deaf spectators are not aware of her 

contribution.  

 

As the hearing audience have full access to this scene from the spoken voice-over, in 

their discussion they are much more exercised by the position of the voice-over actor.  

Everybody prefers the first iteration with the voice-over coming from behind the 

audience.  For Jon (h) it creates “a real simplicity of just watching the actors signing” 

whereas having the voice-over actor visible is distracting and confusing, increasingly 

so when she is on stage.  For Colin (h) this distraction arises from being “naturally 

drawn to the person talking when you can see them speaking.”  Rachel’s (h) only 

concern with iteration one, with the voice-over from behind the audience, is “that it 

felt a bit like the voice from god” as the sound didn’t come from the same direction as 

the other performers, but agreed with her colleagues that this is the version for which 
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she would buy tickets rather than the iterations in which the voice-over actor is visible, 

whether onstage or to the side. 

 

6.1.7 Mirroring:  The supermarket 

In this scene, the stage is split into two sides, and the action on one side is mirrored on 

the other.  Comprehension by the watching actors is high.  The context is set by the 

‘Tesco’ sign, the storyline is simple and effective, both BSL and spoken English are 

used, and visual communication outweighs dialogue.  Dan (h) is concerned that the 

technique is “very much kind of we've done a workshop and produced this scene” 

(reflexive interview, day five), rather than a genuinely useful approach to staging, but 

there is general agreement that the establishment of a rigid mirroring structure 

supports bilingual accessibility. 

 

Ruth’s (d) admiration of the loss of precision between the shoppers when they are 

panicking leads to a discussion of developing the creativity of the storytelling by 

deliberately breaking the conventions of the mirror.  In the original version of the 

scene, one side of the stage is deaf and BSL-using throughout.  The opposite side is 

speaking and hearing.  This gives monolingual spectators the opportunity to focus on 

only one version of the story.  Elle (h) points out that 

 

I'm not drawn to the signing, so I don't have the same pull, it just doesn't mean 

anything to me so all I'm watching is the side where I get the communication. 

 

Moira (d) likes the idea of experimenting with the mirror to discover how the two 

versions of the story might overlap or interact.  However, Mehwish (d) cautions about 

how this is used, as “the CCTV conversations are already too far apart and it’s like 

watching tennis to catch everything”.  A second version of the scene is created in 

which the mirror is broken and the conversation between shopper and security guard 

happens at both edges of the stage between one signing-deaf actor and one speaking-

hearing.  For deaf people it is now necessary to watch both conversations to 

understand each character’s contribution, and Moira (d) is	 “not sure that [it] will 

work”.  The hearing actors watching still understand everything, receiving the 

conversation through the auditory channel, and are pleased with the added creativity.  

It is this second version of the scene that is performed on the Friday evening, but only 

two of the deaf actors are appreciative.  In their reflexive interview on day five, Ruth 



   

 

Page 194 

(d), “liked it when the signing character crossed the stage and was talking to 

somebody speaking.”  Sean (d) sees it as “the speaking and signing all mixed up and 

being treated as equal”.  Interestingly, both these actors have some access to the 

auditory channel through the use of hearing aids, and regularly use spoken language in 

their everyday lives. 

 

For the deaf spectators discussion focuses on the final part of the scene, following the 

breaking of the mirroring convention.  This decision is perceived as unhelpful.  For 

Danni (d): 

 

All the information for the story wasn't there in the conversation on one side of 

the stage, so I missed it, trying to keep up with both sides. 

 

E-J (d) and Sandra (d) confirm the impossibility of watching two things at the same 

time, and Sandra (d) suggests a better approach that reflects the first version of this 

piece, with two characters signing on one side of the stage, and two speaking on the 

other side.  Danni (d) agrees, explaining that if the signed conversation seems full of 

meaning she would be happy to ignore the speaking actors, assuming she is receiving 

all the information she needs from the deaf actors.  For Trudi (d), Shelagh (d) and E-J 

(d), however, they would be suspicious that they were missing something from the 

hearing half of the stage, and this would reduce their enjoyment of the performance.  

In summary, none of the deaf spectators would buy a ticket to see this technique used 

in a performance. 

 

The hearing audience responses are focused less on the communicative aspects of the 

final parts of the scene, which are fully available to them through the auditory channel.   

Instead, they are concerned with the mechanics of the mirroring technique.  For Rachel 

(h) 

 

I thought it was two people on the opposite side of a shopping aisle, both doing 

their shopping at the same time, and it wasn't until the dialogue kicked in and 

they both lost their child that it became clear that it was [the same character]. 

 

Jon (h) saw it as a split screen with two parallel versions of the same scene, and 

particularly liked the effect of the crossover when the scene was played twice, each 
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version mixing both languages.  Rachel (h) and Colin (h) both express concern that if 

they were to buy tickets to watch a full length show in this style, it might become 

confusing to watch, especially if breaking the mirror convention happens repeatedly.  

Lynsey-Anne (h), however, appreciates that “mixing it up meant that you did watch 

both”, and Jon (h) suggests that although what is happening is complicated to describe, 

in the moment “our brains can cope with quite a lot of information”.  Only later does 

he realise that  

 

I can pick up [auditory] information from one side of the stage when I am 

looking at the other side, but if I can only get information visually [like the 

deaf spectators], then I imagine that would be more difficult.  

 

6.1.8 Cloning:  The aeroplane 

This scene is created by a mixed group, and each character is played by two actors, 

one deaf using BSL, and the other hearing and speaking.  The creative process for this 

scene is difficult (see Section 7.3.1), and discussion within the acting ensemble takes 

place when only half of the material is fixed (rather than following completion, as with 

the scenes thus far discussed).  At this point, understanding is high because the 

material shown is predominantly visual and the conversations between bride and 

groom have not been worked out.  In my field notes, I record that discussion favours 

the visual nature of what is seen, and throws up suggestions of other visual aids to 

storytelling such as matching body language, actions and costume. The idea of cloning 

is popular among the watching actors, although for some it “was a bit confusing at 

first” (Sean (d), quoted in my field notes). 

 

For most of the performers, however, the technique is problematic.  Discussing the 

technique in the hearing group’s reflexive interview on day five, Dan (h) wonders if 

there are too many actors on stage, complicating the scene.  He suggests “the air 

hostess could have been one actor, and almost didn't need dialogue.”  Steph (h) 

assumes that the stage “probably looked really busy” and Michaela (h) confirms that 

“it was just too much clutter”.  For Elle (h), who is one of the actors playing the 

steward, her “gut instinct … is that it doesn’t work as a concept, actually to play it like 

that.”  Dan (h) is unwilling to dismiss it entirely, however, comparing the cloning 

technique to performances such as Avenue Q, Lion King or War Horse in which actors 

work in tandem with puppets and spectators quickly come to accept and enjoy the 
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convention.  Only Ruth (d), commenting within the deaf group’s reflexive interview, 

is positive, assuming that “deaf signing and hearing speaking in the same scene makes 

more audience contact, instead of struggling to understand what is happening”, 

although she concedes that this may not be true for deaf people with no residual 

hearing.   

 

For the deaf spectators, the simultaneous rendition of the dialogue in BSL and spoken 

English is compromised by the fact that the characters are positioned on opposite sides 

of the stage “so I felt like I didn’t know who to watch” (Shelagh (d)).  The context is 

clear but understanding the content is difficult once the dialogue starts.  For E-J (d), 

there is also the issue of the credibility of the cloning technique:  “I felt like it wasn’t 

real … I’m not sure that I could believe it.”  Only Danni (d) is interested in the 

potential of buying a ticket to see a similar performance, but her decision is predicated 

less on the success of cloning per se and more on the fact that it is at least easier to 

follow than a single interpreter in the platform position. 

 

For the hearing group, whose expectations are that a performance will not need to be 

interpreted, this scene is problematic because it takes some time for them to realise 

that each character is being played by two actors simultaneously.  Colin (h) did not 

realise until the steward made the safety announcement, for Jon (h) it did not become 

obvious until the dialogue between bride and groom commenced.  Only Lynsey-Anne 

(h) realised from the start that there were only three characters: 

 

I viewed it as like an inner voice or your alter ego or it was two parts of the 

one person … and as an audience member then you chose how you understood 

it. 

 

As the scene progresses the hearing group become accustomed to the conventions and 

accept that the story is being told simultaneously by two actors without seeing it as a 

distraction, although Rachel (h) is concerned that it might be too complex to watch 

with a bigger cast of characters.   All but Jon (h) would buy a ticket to see this 

technique.  His concern reflects his view that that the character is interpreted rather 

than simultaneously performed by two actors: 

 



   

 

Page 197 

If you are having somebody who is interpreting for the other person how do 

you make it clear to the audience that that person, well they are in the room, 

but they are also not in the room. 

 

6.1.9 Parallel performance:  The lift 

Time constraints on the final day of the project mean that this scene is not discussed 

formally by the actors.  It is however discussed in one of the reflexive focus groups, 

when Sean (d) claims it as “the best of the scenes with dialogue” in part because it is 

also visual and the dialogue is supported by movement.  Ruth (d) also admires its 

connection to real world experience: 

 

There wasn't any interpreter to translate between [the characters], some 

people were speaking and others were signing, and they need some 

communication between them, just not with interpreters. 

 

This view is reflected by the deaf spectators’ responses, with the performance of 

everyday life events commented on favourably by David (d):  “it's my experience, how 

deaf and hearing people try to communicate together.”  E-J (d) agrees:  “as I was 

watching them talking I could imagine myself becoming one of the deaf characters 

and being in that situation.”  For both, this is the most significant factor in their 

perception of full understanding.  Sandra (d) is more aware of not understanding the 

spoken dialogue, but in terms of her enjoyment “that didn’t matter”.  Danni (d) is more 

suspicious.  In contrast with The bank robbery, when she feels comfortable ignoring 

the spoken language because a scenario is presented in which the deaf character is 

dominant, here deaf and hearing characters are presented superficially as equals.  In 

such a situation her assumption is that, “maybe when [the hearing characters] were 

speaking they were oppressing the deaf characters”, and to mitigate her expectations 

she “wanted a bit more from the deaf characters”.  Because of this, Danni (d) is 

uncertain about whether she would buy a ticket to see such a performance, whereas all 

her deaf peers would. 

 

The scene is also popular with the hearing audience.  As with their deaf counterparts, 

failure to understand part of the dialogue is noted, but only Colin (h) is concerned by 

this.  For Lynsey-Anne (h) “it was extremely enjoyable.  Overall I found the scene 

completely understandable” and Rachel (h) thinks “it was really clear … really 
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clever.”  She adds that not understanding every point of the dialogue “kind of felt okay 

because the whole scene was about a lack of communication”.  For Jon (h) the 

challenge of not understanding makes this 

 

by far the most interesting scene.  It poses a really interesting question that 

hasn't been asked which is “does it matter?”  Do you have to be able to 

understand everything all the time?	

 

6.2 Responses to cross-culturality, materiality and bilingual classification 

 

In presenting data on the audience response to each of the nine scenes, the previous 

section suggests that the experience of the hearing and deaf spectators is not the same, 

in other words that participation is not equal.  This section aims to explore this 

inequality further by considering the audience response to the performance as a whole 

through the lens of the various theoretical categories introduced as descriptors of the 

scenes in Section 5.3.  The first of these categories is cross-culturality, specifically 

post-colonialism versus scenes that are difficult to define cross-culturally, combining 

elements of M/multiculturalism and trans-culturalism.  Second is materiality, 

particularly spatiality (and its impact on actor-spectator interaction) and corporeality 

(focusing on audiological status and linguistic modality).  The third analytical frame is 

the various techniques of bilingualism used within the performed scenes.  (Full 

descriptions of these concepts is given in Section 3.2). 

 

Note that spectators were not asked directly to discuss these specific categories.  

Accordingly I consider relevant not only the data generated in the focus groups but 

also the absence of data.  Where a group does not mention or allude to a specific 

theoretical descriptor, I assume it is not relevant to that group. 

 

6.2.1 Types of cross-cultural performance 

Despite the significant efforts of the actors, when working in mixed groups, to create 

scenes that might have relevance to their spectators, this seems unimportant as an aid 

to understanding.  Only Rachel (h) comments that The wedding “is a setting that 

people automatically relate to” and which makes the story line easy to follow.  

Otherwise the subject matter often seems irrelevant to the spectators.  The only 

exception is the post-colonial scenes, which tend to be favoured by the deaf spectators, 



   

 

Page 199 

with many stating that scenes such as The railway station, The deaf school and The lift 

are easier to understand because they can identify with the characters and/or have had 

similar experiences themselves.  The hearing spectators make no comments about 

identifying with the characters they see performed in any of the scenes, whatever their 

cross-culturality. 

 

The responses to The bank robbery are more varied.  The scene is not popular with 

spectators, mainly as a result of the translation technique, and a lack of identification 

also makes it difficult for hearing spectators to engage with.  For some deaf 

participants, however, the post-colonial elements of the scene are more important than 

linguistic features.  Sean (d) is pleased to see Mehwish (d) performing as an “equal 

within the scene”, and for Danni (d) there is particular significance in seeing a deaf 

character as the leader of a group of hearing people who are less clever than she is.	

 

6.2.2 Materiality 

Two aspects of materiality are foregrounded in the scenes.  First is spatiality, 

particularly when it is manipulated to promote actor-spectator interaction.  Second is 

corporeality/linguality, both the actors’ ignoring of their phenomenal bodies, and the 

range of audio-linguistic identities that are performed. 

 

The space is manipulated in The wedding and The aeroplane to give the audience the 

roles of congregation and passengers respectively.  Similarly, in The lift, the audience 

are seated in positions that create the walls of the lift and limit the performing space.  

The use of spatiality was appreciated by deaf and hearing spectators alike.  From the 

hearing participants, Rachel (h) comments favourably on “audience participation” as a 

tool for promoting understanding, and Colin (h) “really enjoyed the set-up of the 

audience” and how it makes him feel part of the action.  For the actors Steph (h) 

confirms (in her reflexive interview on day five) that their aim is “inclusion of the 

audience” to help them understand the scenes.  Similarly, during the performance I 

observe the enjoyment of deaf spectators when their active participation is required.  

In the focus groups, however, they comment on a different aspect of spatiality, which 

is the relative proximity of the actors.  Shelagh (d) puts across the view of most of the 

deaf audience when she comments that “The lift was great because it was a small 

space.” 
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Turning to corporeality, the lack of attention paid to the actors’ phenomenal bodies in 

performance is problematic for hearing spectators when the techniques used have two 

actors representing the same character (the cloning of The aeroplane and the mirroring 

of The supermarket).  Rachel (h) comments that when the actors are “very clearly 

visually not the same person”, and specifically when there is “a male actor but with a 

female interpreter [sic]” it can become confusing.  Deaf spectators do not comment on 

this.  Their understanding of these scenes is compromised more by issues related to 

language and translation choices.  

 

Finally in this subsection I turn to consideration of semiotic bodies, specifically the 

continuum of performance of audio-linguistic identities introduced in Section 5.3.3.  

The two scenes discussed in the previous paragraph, where there is a neutrality of 

audio-linguistic identity created by the use of two actors to play a single character are 

not popular with spectators, for reasons already described in Section 6.1.  Hearing 

spectators are more interested in the complexity of performances in which fluidity of 

audio-linguistic identity is presented.  For Jon (h), it is “an interesting choice that one 

of the cast could also use spoken English as well as signing” in The railway station, 

and Dan’s (h) shifting between signing interpreter and speaking character in Dear 

diary contributes to its appeal to the hearing audience (see Section 6.1.4).  A fixed 

duality of deaf and hearing audio-linguistic identities, for example in The lift, also 

generates interest because it fails to provide understanding.  In contrast deaf people are 

most interested in seeing fixed deaf characters on stage, be that in their own in scenes 

such as The railway station and The deaf school or in scenes with hearing characters 

like The lift, and for Danni (d), in The bank robbery where Mehwish (d) performs a 

deaf leader.  Overall the corporeal preferences of the deaf spectators coincide with the 

post-colonial scenes, those which tend not to perform situations of Freirean equality 

(see Section 5.3.1).  I discuss this alignment further in Section 8.2.1. 

 

6.2.3 Techniques of bilingual performance 

A number of classes of bilingual performance are created by the ensemble: 

simultaneous translation, both by an interpreter-actor and when each character is 

played by two actors, as in the cloning and mirroring techniques; on-stage consecutive 

translation; repetition of sections in each language; interlocking dialogue; and the use 

of written media on stage.  In each case translation is integrated into the creative 

process from the beginning, rather than being added later.  Additionally the dialogue 
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in The lift and the speech of the teacher in The deaf school are untranslated in 

performance.  With the exception of repetition, which is not commented on by any 

participants, I consider each of these techniques in turn. 

 

When an actor is providing a simultaneous voice-over, hearing audience prefer the 

voice to be disembodied rather than onstage.  Deaf spectators do not provide a 

consistent response:  their interest is more on the performance in sign language than on 

an actor from whom they are receiving little information.  Her position is immaterial 

to some.  E-J (d) likes her on stage so she can appreciate her contribution to the scene.  

Sandra (d) and Danni (d) also like her on stage, but this is more because they are 

concerned that they are missing something if she is positioned off to the side. 

 

In the techniques with on-stage translation, deaf spectators identify a number of 

problems.  If characters are too far apart on stage, as in The aeroplane, or when a 

conversation is presented in two places simultaneously but each rendition is half-

spoken and half-signed, as in the dialogue at the end of The supermarket, it is 

impossible to know where to look.  At the same time, if dialogue is presented in one 

part of the stage in BSL and in spoken English in another, some deaf spectators are 

concerned that they might be missing something that the speaking actors are doing.  

For hearing spectators, in contrast, the features that are problematic for deaf people 

contribute to the interest of the scenes.  Complexity is available to, and often expected 

by, hearing people when a full translation into spoken English is provided, because 

they have full access through the auditory channel and can choose to watch other 

aspects of the performance at the same time.  Indeed, hearing responses to the cloning 

and mirroring techniques refer only to problems of understanding visual information.  

Translation issues are ignored as the dialogue is fully available to them throughout.	

 

Interlocking dialogue, the technique used throughout The bank robbery is popular with 

the actors who created it, but both deaf and hearing spectators find it difficult to 

understand.  For deaf spectators it is not clear if Mehwish (d) is interpreter or actor, the 

constant switching between BSL and English is confusing and the relatively large 

amount of speaking suggests that deaf spectators might be missing the detail, although 

Danni (d) is less concerned with this because she enjoys seeing a deaf character in a 

leadership role.  Hearing spectators are equally unsure of how much they understand 
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from the technique, and Rachel’s (h) comment that it is “messy” seems to summarise 

the entire audience response.	

 

The use of written media on stage is recognised by actors watching the scenes as 

useful in establishing context in Dear diary and The supermarket, and its absence in 

The railway station is also noted.  From the audience, Lynsey-Anne (h) comments that 

“the writing made that clear with the diary”.  Otherwise there are no comments on this 

technique, although this may in part be related to other challenges to understanding the 

scenes in which it is used:  the problematic nature of the mirroring technique for 

hearing spectators, and difficulties for deaf spectators in comprehending the language 

and translation choices of both scenes. 

 

When there is no translation in The deaf school it receives no comment.  As 

anticipated by the actors (see Section 6) the hearing spectators have full access 

through the auditory channel and the double-coding inherent in the scene gives deaf 

spectators full access through recognition of their own experiences.  Responses to The 

lift by both groups are also similar.  The hearing group all confirm that their 

understanding of the signed dialogue is minimal, but despite this, the scene is clear, 

and thus perceived as clever and interesting.  Only Colin (h) wonders if he might have 

“missed something, maybe not part of the story but some additional information”.  For 

deaf spectators the situation of not understanding is accepted because identification 

with the situation makes everything clear.  Like Colin (h), Danni (d) wonders if she 

might have missed something, and is further concerned that the actors might be 

recreating hearing oppression of deaf people in the dialogue that is not accessible to 

her. 

 

6.2.4 Comparing visual performance to dialogue 

In addition to data generated about the nine scenes in separate deaf and hearing focus 

groups, at the suggestion of the actors the audience are split into two mixed groups and 

asked to discuss the relative merits of visual theatre compared with dialogue-based 

theatre.  This follows recognition by the actors throughout the week of workshops that 

in this context a visual piece is easier to create, and also their supposition that visual 

scenes are more likely to offer equal opportunities for participation for deaf and 

hearing spectators.  As I noted in Section 5.1.1, the project participants use the term 
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‘visual’ to mean performance that does not communicate by using formal codified 

language. 

 

The deaf actors consider the use of facial expression, body language and gesture as a 

universal language that is available to deaf and hearing people.  Even when there is 

dialogue, it should be supported by a highly visual and physical style to ensure 

effective communication.  The hearing actors agree.  For Elle (h) 

 

the most interesting thing to me that has kept coming up to the surface is the 

use of the physical and visual being a key common ground between the deaf 

and hearing (reflexive interview, day five). 

 

The wedding, Dear diary and the visual parts of The aeroplane and The supermarket 

are all assumed to be the most universally accessible elements of the performance.  

Elle (h) again comments that: 

 

the thing that I saw the clearest this week is how much physical theatre is such 

a joy and so satisfying for both groups.  It is interesting, and we all laugh at the 

same spot, and we all love it (reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Jasmine (h) even questions whether “the most accessible kind of theatre is purely 

visual”,  that is without formal language, and wonders whether this might “be 

considered more successful than accessible theatre that works on three terms (visuals 

and two languages – sign and English)” (written diary, lunchtime day two). 

 

From the group of deaf spectators, E-J (d) is very clear that she agrees with Jasmine 

(h).  For her, the simplicity of “visual theatre is best”.  She prefers to rely entirely on 

facial expression, body language and mime, and “when people start speaking, I 

immediately lose my connection with it.”  For her, The wedding, fully visual, is 

“completely clear, visual and clear”, whereas The railway station “had some BSL in it, 

so not perfect.”  Dear diary is also mostly visual, but for E-J (d) “there was some 

signing and speaking and the action was scattered all over the stage so it was still hard 

to watch.”  For Shelagh (d), visual is preferable because with the introduction of 

dialogue it is complicated by not knowing who to watch, even if the dialogue is 

delivered in BSL.  Sandra (d) calls for performance to revert to the style of silent films 
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like Laurel and Hardy:  “it is so simple, just facial expression, but also fantastic.” Only 

Danni (d) from the deaf audience preferred some dialogue to none at all:  “I liked Dear 

diary the best, with a bit of dialogue mixed in.”  

 

The hearing audience agree that the visual scenes are the easiest to understand.  They 

also repeatedly rely on visual information for understanding the context, for example 

the seat layout, like that of a train, revealing the particular setting of The railway 

station, or the actors’ facial expressions providing clarification for the audience when 

there is communication breakdown in The lift.  However, an entirely visual piece with 

no sound at all can be strange and Jon (h) describes feeling “a little bit uncomfortable 

at the beginning” of these scenes, although he recognises that the silence forces him to 

watch the scenes differently.  Indeed, for the hearing group only part of the 

information from which they construct meaning is visual, and the data suggest that in 

contrast to the deaf spectators they prefer to participate in performances that are 

semiotically complex, for example Dear diary.  Even here, with the wide range of 

languages and visual communication styles presented, Rachel (h) still thinks “it might 

be interesting to see more dialogue.” 

 

6.2.5 On the inequality of participation 

The data presented in the first two sections of this chapter suggest that, despite the best 

efforts of the actors to create performances that are equally accessible to deaf and 

hearing spectators, the experiences of those groups are not equivalent:  equality of 

participation is not guaranteed.  In this sub-section, I summarise these findings before 

turning in the next section to consider the expectations and prejudices that the 

spectators bring to the performance, consequent on their own societal contexts (or 

Bourdieusian fields). 

 

When considering the cross-culturality of the performance, hearing audience express 

little preference, whereas deaf spectators show a strong preference for post-colonial 

material.  This is reflected in their preference for seeing deaf characters with whom thy 

can identify, be that in purely deaf scenes such as The railway station and The deaf 

school, or scenes where the difference between deaf and hearing characters is 

foregrounded, as in The lift.  Hearing audience are also engaged by the presentation of 

difference, but unlike their deaf peers they are particularly interested in the most 
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complex performances in which fluidity of audio-linguistic identity is prominent, for 

example Dear diary. 

 

A similar contrast is evident in the two groups’ approach to language and translation 

choices.   Hearing audience are drawn to the complexity of simultaneous translation, 

to scenes that switch between a number of techniques, and to the challenges posed 

when dialogue remains untranslated.  They enjoy the potential for listening to one 

thing and watching another.  The deaf spectators, however, are only able to watch one 

thing at once and tend to favour simplicity, with most preferring theatre that is purely 

visual with no dialogue.  This preference also reflects their concern that if there is 

simultaneously translated dialogue, they might miss something spoken or enacted by 

the hearing actors while they are watching the signed dialogue.  Similarly, 

untranslated dialogue may be audist, containing text that is oppressive of deaf 

characters by hearing characters. 

 

The only data that reveal a similar response by the deaf and hearing spectators is the 

almost universal rejection of the technique of interlocking narration seen in The bank 

robbery.  There is also some similarity in the level of engagement with The lift.  In this 

case, each group has access to only half of the dialogue, and it is clear that no 

translation is offered.  Despite this, there is sufficient understanding by both groups, 

with only one deaf spectator and one hearing expressing concern about what might be 

missed in the untranslated dialogue.  It seems that in this case the different but 

culturally appropriate experiences offered to each group of spectators is sufficient to 

override any concern that access is being denied. 

 

6.3   Societal contexts, expectations and prejudices 

 

The data presented thus far suggest that deaf and hearing spectators do not often 

experience equal participation in the scenes created within this project.   The 

separation between deaf and hearing responses is not distinct, however; whilst deaf 

and hearing spectators do tend to cluster together in their own groups, most scenes 

receive a range of responses that includes an element of overlap between the groups.  

This overlap notwithstanding, the generally different responses of deaf  and hearing 

groups raises the question posed by Jon (h) earlier:  does participation need to be 

equivalent (the aim of most of the scenes performed) for it to be considered equal, or 
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is an approach that seeks complementary participation also valid.  As Danni (d) points 

out, “the experience is different for everybody anyway.”  I return to consider this 

question in the discussion in Section 8.4. 

 

In the final section of this chapter, I consider some of the factors that might contribute 

to the different degrees of participation experienced by deaf and hearing spectators.  

These are the expectations and prejudices of the two audience groups that derive from 

what Bennett (1990) would call their outer frames, or more specifically their societal 

frames (van Maanen, 2004).  These frames are the social spaces where practice is 

consequent on the conditions of the deaf and hearing fields, as discussed in Chapter 2.  

Here I present elements of deaf and hearing practice that influence their participation 

in performance processes, as represented in the audience metadata.  I consider these in 

two subsections.  Firstly, I interrogate deaf expectations of and prejudices against so-

called ‘accessible theatre’.  Secondly, I contrast these issues with the expectations of 

hearing audience as revealed during this project.	

 

6.3.1 Deaf people’s views on accessible theatre 

In the context of deaf and hearing fields, the organisational and institutional frames 

(van Maanen, 2004) of most theatrical events are those of hearing-space, and deaf 

people are acculturated to attending performances in hearing theatres which are 

accessible to different degrees (as described in Section 3.2.4).  Consequent on the 

audist doxa of the hearing field, deaf people have developed expectations and 

prejudices about the effectiveness of access provision, and despite being unprompted, 

in the focus groups the deaf participants repeatedly refer to their experiences from 

outside the project. 

 

David (d) has been campaigning for theatres to improve their services for deaf patrons 

for over two decades.  He participated in my earlier study on SLIPs (Richardson, 

2018a) and together we have co-authored a paper on the failure of theatre venues to 

engage appropriately with deaf spectators (Richardson and Thompson, 2018), an 

oversight that excludes deaf people from what Balme (2014) calls the theatrical public 

sphere.  He refers regularly to his disappointment in theatre companies and venues to 

engage with deaf spectators, criticising inadequate information in marketing material, 

inappropriate positioning of the interpreter at an SLIP and his view that “hearing 
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people aren't listening to deaf people enough.”   His frustration at inadequate provision 

is reflected in his assertion that 

 

If I was a deaf director, I'd put the interpreter at the back, as far away as 

possible.  Let's see how the hearing audience feel when it's difficult to catch 

what the interpreter is saying.  Let's see if that's successful.  A deaf director 

should do that.  

 

His suggestion, repeated often by the deaf spectators, is that an acceptable way to 

achieve their full participation would be to bring the traditions of deaf theatre into 

hearing space, to have the conditions of the deaf field inform theatre practice.  If this 

creates access issues for hearing audience then that only serves to redress the balance 

for former inequalities (although I suggest that this would create a paradigm that is at 

odds with the Freirean methodology of this thesis).	

 

Danni (d) is similarly negative about current attempts at providing access to 

performances that rely on dialogue: 

So we think about accessibility, but is it visual or dialogue? Visual is 

accessible anyway.  Information like that should be in the advertising, so we 

can see if we want to go.  If it's going to be all [interpreted] dialogue I assume 

it will be boring because I'll miss so much.  So I expect that information. 

 

E-J (d) confirms that “deaf people assume when there is dialogue and an interpreter 

that it will be difficult to follow and you'll miss lots of things”. Although she finds 

them helpful herself, Danni (d) is also critical of captions as a universally effective 

access tool: 

 

For BSL users [English is] not their first language, so picking it up from 

English captions is not easy.  Some deaf people can't watch captions and get 

everything. 

 

Moira (d) confirms that trying to following captions is “like reading a full book, it's 

dull and monotonous, so I still miss stuff, it's tiring.”   

 

All the deaf spectators discuss other performances that they have seen, and in each 

case, the principal lens through which those performances are viewed is access.  Danni 
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(d) compares the inaccessibility of performances full of spoken language dialogue to 

the ease of understanding visual theatre.  E-J (d) describes the clear accessibility of 

Ramesh Meyyappan’s work:  a deaf actor based in Glasgow, he uses a visual approach 

that combines mime, puppetry and magic tricks, with no dialogue.  Trudi (d), a regular 

theatre-goer, can remember only two interpreted performances that she has attended in 

which the interpreter is positioned in an appropriate place to enable her to understand 

all the dialogue.  Sandra (d) is impressed that Trudi (d) can recall even two examples 

in which the interpreter is not isolated in the downstage corner, in the model described 

in Section 3.2.4.  In none of these cases do the participants comment on any other 

feature of the production, such as the stage design or the skills of the actors.  Their 

expectation that full participation in hearing theatre will not be offered for deaf 

spectators predisposes them to consider accessibility before all other elements of the 

performance.   

 

Additionally, one of the deaf actors, Ruth (d), suggests that deaf actors more naturally 

perform in an accessible way when compared to hearing actors. 

 

We're all, deep down, making sure that when people look at us they can 

understand, that's what I feel.  It's not because deaf language is signing, 

because deaf languages are so different – lip-reading, speaking, SSE, full BSL, 

fingerspelling - so many different ways.  It means that when we are performing 

we have to be really open, so it's natural for the way we are that we make sure 

that everything is really visual […] Hearing people are all the same with 

spoken language, but for deaf it's much broader. 

 

Practice in deaf space would seem to be naturally accessible, facilitated by reliance on 

a high degree of what Kusters et al. (2017) would recognise as translanguaging.  The 

expectation of deaf people when they enter hearing space, however, is that hearing 

doxa, the language ideology that prioritises speech, will predispose people to create 

performances that are not accessible.  With expectations of compromised participation, 

deaf spectators are prejudiced against their having an equivalent experience to hearing 

spectators when they attend (hearing) theatre.  This prejudice is reflected in the data 

generated in this project, and neatly summarised by Danni (d): 

 

deaf people are used to missing things over and over as they grow up.  Always 

asking “what's that?”  So if we are picking up everything that's in sign 
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language, that's better, but there is still a feeling that you are missing some of 

what is being said because that is what you are used to, growing up. 

 

The measure that many of the deaf spectators use to determine whether they can fully 

participate in a performance is the idea of relaxation.  For Shelagh (d) “theatre should 

be a relaxed environment and you should feel involved.”  She would not buy a ticket 

to see The aeroplane because “I don't think I would enjoy it … It feels a bit 

uncomfortable … It's not a relaxing experience to watch.”  The work of Ramesh 

Meyyappan described by E-J (d) is “perfect, I can sit back and relax and just connect 

with it all.”  An interpreter questions whether there is any value at all in attending a 

performance at which you cannot relax: 

 

If, as a hearing person, I think it’s not okay that deaf people don’t have access 

to theatre a lot of the time, (ESPECIALLY AS IT IS A FUCKING VISUAL 

MEDIUM DOH) that tends to be phrased in terms of visual tennis, missing 

seeing the action because of where the interpreter is, not having a full 

experience, bla bla bla.  But the feelings of that, the actual experience of it, 

what it means to go for one or two hours and not to be able to relax – that is 

something different … Why would you go to the theatre if it is a stressful 

experience?  Well, you wouldn’t (written diary, day five, emphasis in original). 

 

6.3.2 Hearing people’s expectations 
The expectations of deaf people are that access provision will be ineffective; that they 

will miss much of the performance and not be able to fully participate; and that 

attempts to follow the dialogue will compromise the relaxation element of the 

experience.  These expectations are not shared by the hearing audience. Rachel (h) is 

certain that she would not buy a ticket to see a show if she “knew that [she] would 

miss quite a lot of dialogue.”  Furthermore, Lynsey-Anne (h) is completely unaware of 

the relative merits and effectiveness of theatre interpreters and captions and asks for 

clarification from her deaf peers during the final focus group. 

 

The data reveal that for the hearing audience the most important criterion for choosing 

to go to a performance is the quality of the work itself.  Access, full participation, is 

assumed.  Lynsey-Anne (h) explains that, irrespective of whether the show is intended 

to be accessible, and no matter the deaf and/or hearing identities of the actors,  
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if it got to a point where it was on, and it was receiving reviews, and the 

reviews were great, then of course you would go and see it.  

 

Rachel (h) praises Dear diary on the grounds that “it's something that's kind of new 

and a bit more interesting, and really creative, so I think it appeals to the imagination a 

bit more.”  Jon (h) goes further: 

 

I would say that because it is inclusive doesn't necessarily make it good … it 

has to be a good piece of work, an exciting piece of work, and that's the most 

important thing. 

 

Indeed, the hearing criticisms of the interlocking narration of The bank robbery focus 

more on the quality of the scene as an engaging piece of devised theatre than on the 

relative inaccessibility of the bilingual technique used. 

 

Additionally, if full access is not provided, hearing spectators assume that the lack of 

understanding is intended to enhance rather than inhibit participation.  This is 

noticeable in the hearing response to the parallel performances in The lift.  They are 

confident that they are receiving a full experience of the hearing side of the story, and 

see the lack of access to the untranslated BSL dialogue as what Carlson (2009: 151) 

would call a post-modern heteroglossic technique.  Here the unknown language is 

used as a formal signifier of the theme of communication breakdown that runs 

throughout the scene.  For hearing audience this is “clever”, “imaginative” and “really 

clear”.  The hearing actors reflect a similar position.  For Elle (h) withholding access 

can be used as “a story device.” For Michaela (h) it “adds to the narrative.”  Dan (h) 

adds that “as long as the audience doesn't just sit there the whole time confused, their 

not understanding something can be important” (reflexive interview, day five).  Unlike 

the other scenes, in The lift Rachel (h) “didn't mind that I maybe missed bits of what 

was going on, because I felt I was part of [it].”   

	

To conclude, in this chapter I have presented the responses of the deaf and hearing 

audience groups to the nine scenes created by the acting ensemble in this project.  

Their interpretations and evaluations of the material, presented for each scene in turn, 

reveal a range of responses to the work that seem to polarise towards, but not cluster 

at, different ends of a deaf-hearing continuum.  Closer analysis in terms of cross-
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culturality, materiality and bilingualism confirms the tendency towards different 

positions.  Furthermore, data relating to the different societal contexts of the audience 

reveal that deaf and hearing spectators have different prejudices and expectations of 

performances. 

 

Overall, the metadata presented and analysed in this chapter suggest that equal 

participation in performance processes is not achieved for deaf and hearing audiences 

in this project.  In the next chapter, I turn to the creative process undertaken by the 

actors, to interrogate the possibility of equal participation in the preparatory phases of 

a performance, and to identify the possibilities of transformation within a rehearsal 

room using AT methodologies.	 
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Chapter 7:  Working towards equality of participation 
 

Having considered the performance material created in this project, and the audience 

response to it, in Chapters 5 and 6 respectively, in this chapter I turn to the creative 

process undertaken by the actors.  Specifically the chapter presents metadata 

concerning issues of identity, communication and power within the actors’ group 

dynamics, drawing from my own field notes, the reflective diaries of my participants 

and the interpreters, and the reflexive interviews carried out by the actors on day five.  

As already noted in Section 5.2, and in common with many devising projects (Heddon 

and Milling, 2016), these sources only rarely reference the decision-making aspect of 

the creative process, and I have already presented those data as an element of the 

audience response, in Chapter 6. 

 

This chapter proceeds in three sections.  Firstly I consider van Maanen’s (2004) 

communicative frame of this project, specifically the linguistic context created for the 

actors on day one.  Secondly, I discuss two working practices that support equality of 

participation.  Finally, I present two examples of practice from the later part of the 

project that offer contrasting perspectives on the achievement of equality of 

participation, the second of which shows an instance of what, within the Applied 

Theatre paradigm that informs the actors work, can be considered as transformation.  

Given the large amount of data generated from the acting participants, some sections 

of this chapter are of necessity more descriptive than analytical, and serve as 

preparation for the analysis and discussion presented in the following chapter. 

 

7.1 Making space for transformation 

 

This section considers data that relate to the establishment of a communicative 

framework that might support transformation of the acting participants within this 

project.  It considers the activities undertaken by the actors as summarised in the flow 

chart in Figure 4.1 (see Section 4.4.1), with a particular focus on the warm-ups and 

games that recur every day; the discussion of techniques that the actors will work on 

throughout the project; and my proposed method of working with interpreters within 

actors’ interactions.  Each of these is introduced in turn. 
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7.1.1 Warm-ups and games 

Schechner (2003) notes that “the essential ritual action of theatre takes place during 

rehearsals” (203).  In this project I use warm-ups and games, ritual and play, at the 

start of each day with the aim of creating a space in which there is no language 

dominance or power inequality, and to encourage the ensemble to start making choices 

about audio-linguistic identity within the creative process.  Much of the preparatory 

activity is conducted without language.  Warm-ups are a series of stretches that are 

repeated each morning.  On day one they are introduced by calling participants into a 

circle using only gesture, followed by my simultaneously speaking and signing “Copy 

me”.  Participants who are accustomed to workshop/rehearsal practices in other 

settings readily play along, others copy their peers.  On subsequent days, it is 

sufficient for me to walk into the centre of the room with appropriate body language, 

showing a preparedness to start work, and to catch the eye of one or two participants, 

for everybody to form a circle and start the warm-up. 

 

The daily ritual of stretching is followed by the playing of drama games typical of 

those used in theatre workshops: races, catching games, circle games, name games and 

counting games (see for example Boal, 2002 or Richardson, 2015).  For those well 

versed in theatre techniques, many of the games can be introduced without preliminary 

instruction.  In the ensemble, there is a critical mass of players who know the rules, 

and others learn from them without discussion.  Where there are questions I reply in 

the language of the questioner rather than relying on an interpreter.  Actions in the 

games tend to be visual and gestural rather than language based, although in a 

counting game we commence with gestures/language common to all participants 

(using the digits of one hand for numbers ‘one’ to ‘five’) but soon move to using BSL, 

which has specific one-handed handshapes for numbers over ‘five’.  This shift is 

triggered by deaf participants but encouraged by me, and I recognise in retrospect that 

my awareness of deaf peoples’ expectation of exclusion leads me to express bias 

towards the creation of deaf-space rather than a neutral bilingual space.  Dan (h) notes 

that all the games feel as though: 

 

They are [in] BSL.  Well it's not language, but people are, you know, we are 

doing numbers in sign, and there's that kind of allowance made of “Ooh we 

need to make sure we are being accessible” (semi-structured interview, day 

four). 
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Interestingly, Sean (d) feels that he is working in deaf-space and that these activities 

were particularly useful for hearing people:  “As we did some exercises, the hearing 

people felt at ease” (written English diary, day three).  It is worth noting, however, that 

Sean’s (d) lived experience situates participation in theatre activity as part of deaf-

space (when he is acting with his deaf friends), whereas much of the rest of his life 

happens in hearing-space. 

 

Participants recognise the games as useful techniques that remove the dominance of 

spoken language and neutralise power inequalities between the deaf and hearing 

groups.  For Moira (d): 

 

The games have helped a lot with mixing deaf and hearing, because you know, 

we are working in two different languages and at the beginning it was 

difficult.  The games I feel made everybody relax, and we all mixed a bit 

better.  By the third day, it was really easy.  So I think the games have really 

helped us unite as a group (mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Mehwish (d) agreed: 

 

When I arrived everybody was a bit like, I'm deaf, all of them are hearing, it 

was maybe the first time we had worked together like this.  But as you are 

going along you realise, oh actually, it's quite easy, it's easy to communicate 

(mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Dan (h) also recognised this achievement: 

 

It's interesting, with a lot of the games there's been this sort of adapting.  

People have adjusted and it's working (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

Ruth (d) also commented that the warm-up and games on the first day provided a level 

playing field as a starting point for all participants. 

 

I felt like I didn't know who was deaf and who was hearing. I was a bit vague 

until I saw somebody sign and then I knew they were deaf.  And the speaking 

people, I realised they were hearing.  Really the activities this morning were 

physical, no communication, no speaking.  It meant that everybody felt they 
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were involved and on the same level.  The hearing people didn't feel they 

weren't involved and the same for the deaf people.  It was great (BSL video 

diary, day one). 

 

For Moira (d), the balance of numbers between deaf and hearing participants was also 

beneficial in removing power inequalities. 

 

It is good to see an equal number of people as well.  Five deaf, five hearing.  

Normally it would be only one or two deaf in a room full of hearing, and the 

hearing can take over with a lot of dialogue, and we can be confused - what is 

happening? - so I think with a good balance of deaf and hearing that's good 

(mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Whilst the benefits of the games were recognised by most participants, there were also 

calls from some participants for additional, less experiential preparatory activity. 

Mehwish (d) summarises the problem: 

 

The hearing people need more deaf-awareness, the background to this mixed 

group, understanding the repeated lack of access (BSL video diary, day one). 

 

Moira (d) provides the solution: 

 

I think that in the future if there is another deaf and hearing integrated project, 

then a bit of awareness training beforehand might be helpful (mixed group 

reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Dan (h), a trainee interpreter adds: 

 

It's just the lack of awareness, and that's what's difficult for me, because I know 

that I only know these things because I've studied it, but you need someone 

maybe in a position of power to kind of explain things a bit more at the 

beginning, who is able to do it in a way that doesn't come across as patronising 

or sort of rude.  It's just that there are some things you might not know (semi-

structured interview, day four). 
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I lead the same physical warm-up every day.  Daily games are led by participants, who 

volunteer and either repeat games already known to the ensemble, or introduce new 

ones.  Game playing skills develop rapidly, and participants often play ‘the joker in the 

deck’ (Turner, 1983), creating their own strategies to win or undermine the success of 

others.  This is done in the spirit of play with the understanding that in the liminal 

space of the game, real world power dynamics do not apply.  Indeed, the ability of 

people to perform as leaders or at least become effective contributors to games builds 

participants’ confidence to contribute more effectively to other activities.  

Significantly, on day three I write in my field notes that discussion following the 

sharing of work was: 

 

a phenomenally collaborative feedback and group directing process.  I would 

expect this after a while in this type of process but not so fast.  This was 

probably helped by the [participants’] sneakiness in the games when individual 

boundaries were broken down and deaf/hearing differences ignored. 

 

The playing and leading of games reveal issues of translation and power that reflect 

the whole creative process.   On day three, Sean (d) volunteers to lead the games.  He 

has used only BSL throughout day one, and it is only at the end of that day that it 

becomes apparent that he is confidently bilingual. When he is leading, however, Sean 

(d) chooses to use his voice and lead in spoken English.  He does, however, use BSL 

to provide clarification for deaf colleagues, rather than interacting through the 

interpreter.  He makes no comment in his field notes on his language choice, but the 

decision to lead is important in building his confidence: 

 

This morning when I took over the class for the warm-up games, I got good 

feedback of how well I taught the group (written English diary, day three). 

 

These contribute to his later willingness to fulfil an intra-group translation role that is 

essential to the success of the example of practice presented in Section 7.3.2.   

My own aim is to use games to flatten intra-ensemble hierarchies, but under Sean’s (d) 

leadership it seems that when they are led by somebody drawn from within the 

ensemble, the games can continue to be sites where hierarchies are created and/or 

maintained.  When Sean (d) is the leader, I observe that another (deaf) participant tries 

to take over, only stepping back when we are placed in small groups.  It is not clear 
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whether her conscious shift from dominance follows from recognition that she has 

undermined Sean (d), or because within the game she has been placed in the same 

group as me, the overall (hearing) project leader.  Similarly, when Mehwish (d) leads 

games on day four, Dan (h) notes that other participants do not recognise her authority, 

or at least quickly grow frustrated with communicating with her through an interpreter: 

 

There were a couple of times where people stepped in to provide an answer 

rather than give her the time to do it through the interpreter (semi-structured 

interview, day four). 
 

I return to these demonstrations of power when I discuss examples of practice in 

Section 8.1.4, because while they might seem relatively unimportant in isolated game 

scenarios, they generate more significance as they play out in the creative process. 

 

Finally in this sub-section, I turn to a clowning exercise that Jasmine (h) volunteered 

to lead on day two.  Her reflective diary already suggests that she has a belief in 

visual, rather than formal language, communication as the key to this project’s 

research question (see Section 6.1.2), and as a physical theatre actor and director she 

wants to explore techniques with the group that she has used in her own practice.  The 

game is simple.  Actors come forward into a performing area one by one, and as they 

hit centre-stage, Jasmine (h) says a word and the actors respond to it by immediately 

creating a physical image, without thought or planning.  For the deaf actors, an 

interpreter translates the word into BSL. 

 

The exercise is relevant to translation strategies within the project because it becomes 

linguistically problematic on many levels, each of which we try to resolve.  In the 

game’s first iteration, the use of interpreted speech makes BSL a secondary language.  

In iteration two, Jasmine (h) and the interpreter agree a noun that they can sign 

simultaneously.  This is also not an ideal solution.  As the interpreter noted: 

 

A sign gives ‘fixed meaning’ to a spoken word (e.g. ‘chicken’ looking like the 

live bird rather than ‘Nandos’ or ‘feeling scared’) (written English diary, day 

two). 
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Accordingly hearing actors can play with synonyms whereas deaf responses are more 

limited.  This is compromised further by the tendency of the deaf actors to copy the 

leaders’ movements:  only Moira (d) consistently develops the trigger, typically by 

personifying the object being shown in a manner that demonstrates the technique of 

Visual Vernacular used later that day in Dear Diary.  For the hearing actors, however, 

somehow the need to translate from the auditory channel to a gestural response is more 

creatively liberating. 

 

The game’s third iteration represents an important step towards communicative 

equality, as Jasmine (h) introduces pictures that she draws on flip chart paper (see 

Figure 7.1, left). 

 

 
Figure 7.1:  Jasmine’s (h) clown game - illustrative triggers - cup and gun, ripped heart 

 

The immediate change in atmosphere in the room is palpable as the actors relax and 

the exercise is transformed into a game that they now enjoy.  Actors present 

increasingly surreal responses to the triggers, and Jasmine (h) becomes a Lord of 

Misrule, not only showing pictures to the actors but also engaging them in interaction 

with pictures that are turned on their side or upside down, dropped on the floor and 

even ripped (see Figure 7.1, right).  The game is played, enjoyed and subverted by all 

participants, all without the use of formal language.  An effective third space is created 

in which everybody is participating equally. 
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7.1.2 Free-listing and the revelation of knowledge disparity 

The experiential activities described in the preceding section are replaced in the late 

afternoon of day one with a cognitive activity.  The actors have already created the 

pieces The railway station and I’m pregnant, each intended to be accessible to only 

either deaf or hearing spectators respectively, and now I ask them to list potential 

forms of theatre that might be equally accessible to both deaf and hearing audiences.  I 

provide no additional information.  Actors work in mixed groups, mediated by an 

interpreter, and record their thoughts on flip-chart paper.  The raw data from this 

exercise are already presented in Section 5.1.1.  Here I consider the metadata that this 

activity generated, demonstrating the wide gap between deaf and hearing participants’ 

understanding of each other’s identity. 

 

On the whole deaf participants are well informed about the barriers to participation by 

deaf people. Mehwish (d) sums up the problems: 

 

How can I see a hearing performance, how?  I need to be close, to pick up the 

hearing ideas.  Lots of movement is good.  Also, bring the interpreter on to 

stage; otherwise I have to look from side to side (BSL video diary, day one). 

 

At the same time, Moira (d) is surprised by the lack of awareness of her hearing 

colleagues: 

Some of the people there never knew about these issues, they had no idea, they 

had never seen the problem (BSL video diary, day one). 

 

Hearing participants are very aware of their relative ignorance.  Michaela (h) reveals: 

 

I have become much more aware.  And I am learning what theatre is like from 

[a deaf] point of view.  For example, I did not realize that deaf audiences may 

still find performances hard to understand, even if there is an interpreter 

(written English diary, day one). 

 

For Steph (h): 

 

Today made me more aware of the problems in communication in deaf and 

hearing theatre.  It was a step forward actually getting to know what issues 
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deaf people have with theatre that is both not accessible and accessible to them 

(written English diary, day one). 

 

Despite the different cultural understanding demonstrated by the two groups, in the 

free-listing exercise there is one shared assumption, which is that we will be working 

with pre-existing dramatic scripts in one language (English), and that the working 

process will be one of translation from the source text to make it accessible to the 

target culture.  However, when I remind participants that either or both languages can 

be used as the starting point of the creative process, the general view is that originating 

a scene in BSL, or conceiving a whole scene bilingually, are both achievable. 

 

Day one, then, demonstrates markedly different starting points for participants.  As a 

learning process, for hearing people it is both “interesting” (Michaela (h)) and 

“fascinating” (Elle (h)).   During dinner that evening with Elle (h), Jasmine (h), Ruth 

(d) and myself, conversation topics include such real world issues as 

miscommunication, audism, deaf-hearing separation and the inadequacies of deaf 

education.  Elle (h) and Jasmine (h) “were shocked, and also disappointed and 

embarrassed at their own ignorance of deaf-space” (my field notes, evening, day one).  

For deaf participants, however, there is little to learn.  Inequality and compromised 

participation in many activities are well known, and the novelty is meeting and 

conversing with new people from outside their usual social networks.  For example 

Mehwish (d)  “like[s] learning about the hearing people and their way of performing.  

[She] like[s] building relationships with them” (BSL video diary, day one). 

 

7.1.3 Interpreting 

When deaf and hearing people interact, communication is typically mediated by an 

interpreter, working between signed and spoken languages.  Furthermore, an 

interpreter routinely translates all communication that includes a deaf person, rather 

than pro-actively facilitating direct communication between those engaged in a 

conversation.  This is the model of practice that the interpreters follow during the 

giving of instructions to the ensemble by me or other activity leaders, and during all 

formal discussions that involve both deaf and hearing participants, such as the free-

listing process, and feedback sessions after the sharing of work.  At other times, 

however, I ask the interpreters to play a role that is not typical of interpreting practice.  

I request that they do not routinely interpret for groups engaged in the devising process 
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unless they are requested by the group, even when the group has both deaf and hearing 

participants.  This constraint is also made clear to the acting participants.  The result is 

that potentially for large parts of the process the interpreters are on standby, while 

participants construct their own methods of mediating communication.  The 

interpreters’ understanding of their role is demonstrated by these comments made 

during the (videoed) handover to the third interpreter for day four: 

 

So it is a question of making sure you're on standby and available, but not 

jumping in before they find a solution of their own.  The groups know the 

interpreters are there but that they are to try to do it without (English video 

diary, day four). 

 

This model of working does not fit existing theoretical models of community and 

conference interpreting.  In both these paradigms there are elements of formality and 

convention, but this project is far less conventional, more closely reflecting a wide 

range of unstructured real-world situations.  My own field notes and the interpreters’ 

reflective diaries reveal that this creates a number of challenges.  The interpreters feel 

that their roles include and constantly shift between participants in games, interpreters 

on standby, working interpreters, and research participants.  It is not clear when the 

interpreters are able to take breaks, as participants ask for communication support 

during social time.  Additionally, the spatial fluidity of actors in a rehearsal room 

makes it difficult for the interpreters to know where to position themselves.  

Furthermore, code-switching by myself and some participants compromises 

interpreters’ ability to anticipate from which source language they will be interpreting. 

 

Reflecting the position of this thesis in Performance rather than Interpreting Studies, I 

do not have any significant data to present on these issues.  I did not ask specific 

questions of the actors or the interpreters relating to either performance or interpreting, 

asking only that they reflect on the activities of the day in their diaries.  In those 

diaries, the interpreters focus on their observations of the actors’ creative processes 

more than their own roles within the project.   Furthermore the actors make little 

comment on the interpreters, and when they do they are more concerned with the 

ensemble’s awareness of how to work with interpreters than they are with their own 

understanding of the interpreters’ skills.  Indeed six of the actors have competence in 

only one of the languages/modes being interpreted between, and as such their 
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assessment of the interpreters skills is likely to reflect more their overall subjective 

impression of the interpreting than an objective evaluation of its consistency and 

completeness (Ais 2002), and as such their contribution would be limited. 

 

From the actors’ perspective then, a particular problem is that no ‘interpreter 

awareness’ training is given.  For Dan (h), the student interpreter, this has a 

compromising effect: 

 

I don't think we have established that kind of ground work to say this is how 

we are going to work … so we are kind of feeling a bit in the dark, and trying 

to find our way as we go (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

He does however concede that throughout the week: 

 

One thing that has been improving is the use of the interpreters.  We have been 

more aware of allowing the interpreter to catch up and being more explicit 

about turn taking (e.g. hand raising) (written English diary, day three). 

 

Michaela (h) adds that: 

 

The hearing actors have become much more aware.  For instance, waiting 

before speaking so that the interpreter can catch up, and talking slow and so on 

(written English diary, day three). 

 

However, in the specific example of creating The aeroplane that I discuss in Section 

7.3.1 below, Dan (h) cautions that: 

 

I think the hands raising is helpful when it works, but it's not being used 

enough, because it's not really been set as a rule.  That makes it problematic.  

People are … [using] handholding as a kind of "Stop, now it's my turn and I 

need to speak" and it works when it's done.  But then people will just get an 

idea and go "Ooh what about…" and they'll have a ten-line dialogue and 

everyone else will be left out and it's tricky (semi-structured interview, day 

four). 
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This lack of ‘interpreter awareness’ raises the question of how much interpreters 

should intervene in communication within the creative process.  As the example of 

The aeroplane demonstrates, there are times when for ethical reasons the interpreters 

take it upon themselves to mediate communication, which represents a difficult 

balance between the demands of the project, professional ethics and general 

compassion for the excluded. 

 

At points it was important to allow them to try and fail to communicate [...]  

But does that mean there are people who would want an interpreter but won’t 

ask […] I felt slightly uncomfortable with the deaf participant feeling isolated.   

However, it may have been more important to see if the hearing participants 

realised or the deaf participant raised this (written English diary, day five). 

 

A recurrent problem noted by Jasmine (h) is that: 

 

the English speakers’ dialogue has run away with itself by the time the BSL 

interpreter has had a chance to catch up.  So this was an issue with maintaining 

full communication (written English diary, day two). 

 

In these situations the only solution is often for the interpreter to adopt a position of 

power and control the interaction, making the conversation more formal.  I note several 

times that the interpreters feel obliged to interrupt simultaneous discussions that cannot 

be interpreted.  Ruth (d) adds that: 

 

The interpreters are trying to control things, slow it down and explain more, 

but it's all going so fast and communication is being lost (BSL video diary, day 

four). 

 

For Dan (h), himself a student interpreter, it is important in the absence of a designated 

leader in each group to:  

 

Give that power to the interpreter … there's sort of an awareness that that's 

inappropriate because they are just the interpreter, so I think we need to make 

sure that they have more power to say “Hold on“, and then move on with the 

interpretation (semi-structured interview, day four). 
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His suggested approach is: 

 

On the first day, to say these are the grounds rules and to be quite rigid, and 

allow the interpreters to manage as needed, with the hope that by the time you 

get to Friday afternoon, everyone is working within those rules anyway, and 

there isn't the need for an active manager (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

He does, however, concede that this would present “interpreting theory issues”. 

 

This problem is not always present, however, and when the creative process is more 

successful, as in the example of The supermarket and The lift (presented below in 

Section 7.3.2), the interpreters find themselves needed less.  An interpreter pointed out 

that: 

 

As the week goes on [the participants] are finding ways to communicate better 

- it's very different from day one - because people with little sign or no sign are 

now picking up a lot more signs, so there's a lot more communication [… and] 

once you're in a scene and you've got it sorted and you're just going back and 

changing little bits then it's a lot easier to communicate - because you can show 

it (English video diary, day three). 

 

By day four, the participants creating The supermarket and The lift worked for forty-

five minutes without an interpreter and then: 

 

The interpreter came in every now and again to try to explain things that we 

don't understand - she repeats them and it's fine (Moira (d), BSL video diary, 

day four). 

 

I comment in my field notes that discussion in this group is lively, ideas are flowing 

quickly and the group has found its own means of facilitating communication.  When 

working earlier in the week on The bank robbery, Jasmine (h) suggests that: 

 

Once we are able to drop the interpreter and communicate more efficiently as a 

group of five, the devised process itself will become more rewarding and 

successful (written English diary, day two). 
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Certainly, through the course of the week, an understanding develops not only of how 

to work with interpreters but also when and why to work with them, and in this project 

a relative lack of interpreter intervention is seen in the more efficacious creative 

processes.  This, however, is not necessarily a causal relationship.  When 

communication mediated by interpreters is problematic, the difficulty may be created 

by the interpreter’s relatively low level of experience or skill. From my own prior 

knowledge of the interpreters and from observing them during this project, however, I 

suggest that this is not the case here.  Indeed, one interpreter herself questions whether 

 

The role of the interpreter allows less communication, in a way?  Because the deaf 

person becomes “not [the hearing participants’] responsibility”? (written English diary, 

day three). 
 

This question broadly reflects the position of the World Federation of the Deaf, who 

do not allow interpreters in meetings of its General Assembly.  Instead they require 

delegates “to communicate directly with each other” (Green, 2014: 445) using 

International Sign as a route to more effective collaboration, a subject to which I 

return in Chapter 8. 

 

7.2 Mechanisms for promoting equality of participation 

 

In Section 7.1, I focus on interventions that I initiate with the aim of supporting a 

process that might lead to the achievement of equality of participation for deaf and 

hearing people.  In this section I shift attention to the activities of the participants in 

that process, considering two preconditions that they identify:  the need to develop 

multi-sensory awareness, and the need to put aside additional time. 

 

7.2.1 Developing multisensory awareness 

Sections 2.3 and 2.4 describe the different sensory orientations of deaf and hearing 

people.  In summary, hearing people are dependent predominantly on the auditory 

channel for communication, whereas deaf people have a visual orientation and rely 

also on haptic and kinaesthetic information in communication (Bahan, 2014).  As 

already mentioned, hearing participants in this project are not deaf-aware on day one, 

whereas deaf participants have much more experience of hearing practices from their 

acculturation to hearing society.  Furthermore, I have chosen not to include relevant 
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training within my own preparatory interventions.  The data suggest, however, that the 

achievement of ‘other-awareness’,  not only understanding the sensory orientation of 

the other but also finding sensory orientations within the process that are universally 

practicable, is an essential precondition for achieving equality of participation.  

 

The actualisation of shared multi-sensory awareness in a performance setting is 

realised in techniques used for cueing, the mechanism by which one actor knows it is 

the right time and place within a pre-determined script to execute an action or deliver a 

line.  For hearing actors the default channel for cues is auditory, usually triggered by 

dialogue, and other connections (visual, haptic or kinaesthetic) to the source of the cue 

are often superfluous (except where sensory restrictions are imposed for example in 

mime or mask work).  As Michaela (h) explains: 

 

As hearing actors, we can just listen for our cue and we don't need to look.  But 

for a deaf actor, sight is so important for knowing cues and they need to look 

to see when they've finished talking (English video diary, day three). 

 

Indeed, in hearing theatre, auditory cues are unmarked, designated as ‘cues’, whereas 

other modes of cueing need to be marked for differentiation, for example ‘visual cues’.  

For deaf actors, however the term ‘cue’ embraces a range of sensory channels. For 

Moira (d), hearing participants’ unawareness of this should have been corrected at the 

start of the project.    

 	

I think people didn't know how to cue deaf people at the beginning and that 

was confusing … maybe it could have been discussed, or a poster put up, so 

that everybody would know about physical and visual cues … it's part of 

giving background information on how to work with Deaf people (mixed 

group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Jasmine (h) agrees. 

 

I think that before you start the work, establishing a foundation on which the 

work will commence, like how to cue people, how can hearing people cue deaf 

people, how deaf people will cue hearing people - that's important to work 

efficiently together (mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 
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Despite the lack of awareness or preparation, in my field notes I identify discussions 

about cueing within the mixed group creating Dear diary on day two.  Also, in the 

various iterations of The deaf school, created by a deaf group with one hearing actor 

(Elle (h)) providing a voice-over, Ruth (d) explains that:  

 

We used definite cues, one character looking at the next person to speak, then 

that person looking at the next one, which meant that Elle could tell who 

would be next throughout the scene […] In the third version, when Elle was in 

the action, she couldn't properly see what was happening … if there was 

signing behind her she couldn't see it.  So we used feet to nudge her, so that 

she would know who was the next person talking.  We did the same with 

elbow nudges - really small so hopefully the audience don't notice them (BSL 

video diary, day two). 

 

Understanding that this is an issue that needs to be resolved is not universal, however 

(see the example of The aeroplane give below in Section 7.3.1) and on the afternoon 

of day four I lead a number of exercises with the whole ensemble.  These are designed 

to support the experiential development of visual, haptic and kinaesthetic 

communication, and over the course of the project, participants come to an 

understanding of what is required.  The exercises seem to support more effective 

cueing systems: 

 

I think the cloning concept takes listening skills to your partner – and by 

listening skills I mean visuals, touch and hearing (Elle (h), written English 

diary, day four). 

 

We realised [in the cloning concept] that it would be smoother if the actor 

behind always follows the one in front, and as they turn the leader switches as 

the person who was behind becomes the person in front (Ruth (d), BSL video 

diary, day four). 

 

I note that the development of cueing techniques within a scene is most usefully 

achieved through practice rather than discussion, and thus occurs more readily in the 

practice of deaf actors than hearing actors.  While working on The railway station, the 

fully deaf group discuss little and are “more active, trying things out” (my field notes, 

day one).  Discovering how to cue each other is embodied in this process.  In contrast, 
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the fully hearing group that creates I’m pregnant spend “much more time discussing” 

(my field notes, day one) the structure of the scene.  I surmise that they can easily rely 

on auditory cues that do not need to be rehearsed into the scene when the material is 

enacted. 

	

7.2.2 Developing patience 

The second precondition for achieving equality of participation is the availability of 

adequate time.  Moira (d) sums up the situation as follows: 

 

My point of view is that if you have a deaf group or a hearing group, I think 

that usually you have like an eight week rehearsal period, or maybe nine or ten 

weeks, but if you have got deaf people involved you really need three months 

from the start, you know.  And if you have interpreters involved in that as well 

then you need even more time.  It's a lot of work.  Translating, working out 

cues, dialogue, it's a long process.  Is it visual, is it signed or spoken, you 

know, time passes quickly when you are planning things.  If you have a mixed 

deaf and hearing group, it's not exactly the same rehearsal process and you 

need time for everybody (mixed group reflexive interviews, day five). 

 

On a number of occasions, I note that some of the devising, however collaborative, is a 

slow process, and the majority of participants raise the issue, for example: 

 

We were totally struggling for time all week (Sean (d), deaf-with-voice group 

reflexive interview, day five). 

 

It's a slow process, you need a lot of time to polish things up, practice, practice, 

practice (Holly (d), written English diary, day three). 

 

And including dialogue, that really takes the time - not double time or triple 

but maybe up to six times as long, it takes so much time (Ruth (d), BSL video 

diary, day three). 

 

The slow speed of the process has negative impacts:  

 

I see people getting anxious […] it's stressful (Ruth (d), BSL video diary, day 

four). 
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We repeated it really a lot of times, which was a bit frustrating.  Also … I feel 

that if there is too much practicing then you can lose interest (Moira (d), BSL 

video diary, day three). 

 

Jasmine’s (h) solution is that: 

You just have to be really patient and everybody has to be aware that you need 

to take it slowly and make sure decisions are being made as a group, and not 

like as a four and then a one separately.  Like more of a patient, slower process 

(mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

For her, patience and controlling stress is a central plank of any devising process: 

 

Patience really improves the devising process.  Becoming more skilled in 

controlling my stress and frustration levels at times when communication has 

slowed, or failed, helps keep the process productive.  Patience also means that 

the devising process can begin on simple terms and develop with feedback 

(written English diary, day three). 

 

The ensemble is constantly aware of the time-limited nature of this project, and 

regularly looks for short cuts.  One is to avoid, or at least minimise the amount of 

dialogue.	

 

You have to rehearse for much longer to match the speaking and signing.  

That's the difficult part, it was easier in the visual ones. (Holly (d), deaf-with-

voice group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

When dialogue is essential (to fulfil the needs of the research), time can still be saved. 

 

We decided to write a script rather than to improvise.  This worked 

considerably better.  (Dan (h), written English diary, day two). 

 

When we look back at this we'll say, “Yes, that was difficult, but time working 

on the problem was made easier with a script” (Sean (d), written English diary, 

day two). 

 

Importantly, as the participants’ develop effective techniques for creating work, time 

becomes less of a constraining factor. 
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I think in the development of the devising process, and working together as a 

group, we really improved.  We've become really efficient.  (Jasmine (h), 

mixed group reflexive interview, day five). 

 

I feel The lift hasn't taken much time at all because we practiced, we knew how 

we were working so it was easy to add extra dialogue, and it all linked together 

well, and we all knew what was coming next.  (Moira (d), BSL video diary, 

day four). 

 

A combination of patience and practice seem to contribute to developing working 

methods that are not overly time-consuming. 

 

7.3   Equality of participation within the creative process 

 

Having considered in the abstract a number of techniques that seem to support equality 

of participation, both in preparatory activities and within the creative process, in this 

section I give two examples of actual practice drawn from days three and four, the 

work of groups 4A and 4B (see Section 4.4.1 for an explanation of the actors’ self-

selection into each working group, and Figure 4.1 in that section for a summary of the 

activities).  I choose to analyse the work of these groups for two reasons.  Firstly, these 

groups aim to create material driven at least in part by dialogue, a model that more 

closely reflects the typical output of mainstream UK theatres than the techniques 

worked on earlier in the project, but with the challenge of creating bilingual 

performances with equal numbers of deaf and hearing actors. Secondly, the two 

groups offer a useful comparison as they work in markedly different ways.  The 

analysis of Group 4A, working on The aeroplane, highlights practices that 

compromise equality of participation.  The subsequent analysis of the work of Group 

4B, creating The supermarket and The lift, reveals more successful working practices. 

 

7.3.1 In The aeroplane 

Group 4A has six participants. The relevant features of their audio-linguistic identities 

are given in Table 7.1.  In addition to their various competences in spoken and signed 

language, all the actors have some access to written English. Given the flexible range 

of communication preferences in the group, and following their experience of working 

successfully on the visual pieces (The wedding and Dear diary) the participants choose 
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to start working without an interpreter.  The method they are using is ‘cloning’, the use 

of two actors, one signing-deaf, one speaking-hearing, to perform single, audio-

linguistically neutral characters. 

 
Table 7.1:  Group 4A participants 

 
 

Much of the data in this section comes from a semi-structured interview with Dan (h), 

the student interpreter, which I conduct at his request following his frustration at the 

practice of the group, although data from other participants’ reflective diaries and the 

reflexive interviews is also discussed.   

 

Power dynamics that inhibit equality 

Devising The aeroplane is not a process that the group finds easy, indeed all but one 

of the participants consider it the most difficult scene they work on.   Issues relating to 

identity and to communication and translation are relevant here, but first I turn to the 

more significant issue for this group, that of power dynamics.  The performers who 

have demonstrated the most leadership throughout the week are working in the other 

group, and this leaves a power vacuum here.  Waiting to fill it are participants who all 

feel a responsibility for, and possibly a personal connection with, making the project 

work:  a professional theatre director/producer (Elle (h)), a teacher (Ruth (d)), a 

storyteller (Mehwish (d)), one of my former youth theatre participants (Steph (h)), and 

two people that, in different settings, I teach (Dan (h) and Holly (d)).  Ruth (d) notes 

that: 

 

[One issue is] personal power within the group, because a few people like to 

force their way, dominate the conversation, and other people's ideas are 

ignored.  I realise that ideas were challenged.  People have their own view and 

want to take control of the group (BSL video diary, day four). 
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Or, as Steph (h) has it:  “Too many directors, not enough actors” (written English 

diary, day four). 

 

Participants identify the relatively large size of the group and the lack of a recognised 

leader as conditions that allow a power struggle to develop.  Elle (h) suggests that 

 

There’s six people, with six ideas, and six opinions and its taking time 

navigating through them … it’s been hard to make decisions and keep moving 

forwards … I think we’ve been lacking a bit of team work (written English 

diary, day four).   
 

For her the solution (in retrospect) would be to appoint a director, although this is not a 

step the group takes. 

 

When you are working in a group and no one is boss, it just descends into 

weirdness.  You need someone who is going to go “here we are everybody, we 

are going with this, that's a great idea, no we're not doing that” (Elle (h), 

hearing actors reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Dan (h), Ruth (d) and Steph (h) agree that six people might be too many for this style 

of working, and Dan (h) also concurs that appointing somebody as a designated leader 

within the group would be helpful. 

 

I think the absence of a director is very hard because everyone becomes the 

director, which means that there are always multiway conversations … I think 

if you have a director there is more of a sense of a one-way conversation 

between different parties.  Because no one is in charge … there's the sense of 

you get to speak when you jump in (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

However, despite his own greater awareness of deaf/hearing inequality issues than his 

peers, he rules himself out of holding this responsibility. 

 

I am trying a bit to do the management but at the same time I am aware that 

that is not necessarily my role here … I'm not the one in charge, I'm not the 

one who should be telling everybody what to do (semi-structured interview, 

day four). 
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Within the group, a particular power dynamic develops between Holly (d) and 

Mehwish (d).  Previously, during the creation of The wedding, Holly (d), who is able 

to access both spoken and signed language, engages in intra-group translation on 

behalf of Mehwish (d).  At the start of working on The aeroplane, however, when 

spoken English becomes the language of leadership (see below), she does not do any 

translating.  On the following day, Holly (d) misses the morning (due to prior 

commitments elsewhere), and consequently loses any chance to achieve a position of 

leadership within the group.  She does ensure, however, that within the resulting 

hierarchy she is not positioned at the bottom, always maintaining a position superior to 

Mehwish (d).  In her reflective diary, Holly (d) describes how she takes responsibility 

for explaining the plot to Mehwish (d), and for letting the other actors in the group 

know that that they are speaking too fast for the interpreter to keep up.  She also opts 

to add additional side interpreting for the benefit of Mehwish (d), translating what has 

been said in English into BSL, even when one of the professional interpreters is 

working with the group.  She also calls an interpreter to help on the grounds that 

Mehwish (d) is confused, although the interpreter concerned notes that it is Holly (d) 

herself that needs support. 

 

Communication strategies that inhibit inclusivity 

In terms of communication strategies, the power struggle within the group is mediated 

in spoken English.  Those deaf people who can speak do not use BSL, and an 

interpreter notices that “the bilingual hearing participant does not sign and elects to 

use voice at most points” (written English diary, day three). 

 

Dan (h) notes that 

 

the balance within the group is important, and even though we have got 

[deaf/hearing] balance we don't have necessarily the same because everyone 

but one is pretty much able to use English to some degree (semi-structured 

interview, day four). 

 

He adds that the group is 

 

using hearing cultural norms to try and settle dominance […] It is 

[collaborative], but only in the sense that it would be with a hearing group, 
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where the person who shouts loudest gets to speak and people listen …  it's a 

case of the turn taking being done by the loudest voice wins.  Which doesn't 

work for everyone, just for the person with the loudest voice (hearing actors’ 

reflexive interview, day five). 

 

Ruth (d) points out that the result of these communication strategies is that 

 

information is being missed … there's a communication breakdown … The 

hearing people are speaking but the deaf aren't getting it at all - so they aren't 

involved in what is going on (BSL video diary, day four). 

 

Dan (h) has previously noted that 

 

if a single deaf actor is placed with a group of hearing [speaking] actors it is 

important they aren’t shut out of discussions (written English diary, day two). 
 

This exclusion is real, and Ruth (d) notes that 

 

one deaf person is really not happy.  She has ideas to change the blocking […] 

but because she doesn't fully understand the context she feels a bit lacking in 

confidence.  And she wants to change something but there's been a 

communication breakdown.  That's really the biggest cause of that, I feel (BSL 

video diary, day four). 

 

Mehwish (d) herself adds that “When hearing people are speaking, sometimes I don't 

understand anything” (BSL video diary, day three).  

  

The communication issues make the process slow and stressful.  Steph (h) remembers 

(from working on The bank robbery) that it had been helpful when she 

 

quickly wrote a script to give the idea a structure […] which made it easier to 

understand, simplified enough for us to work together with cues and visuals  

(written English diary, day two). 

	

She follows the same procedure here (see Figure 7.2). 
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Figure 7.2:  The aeroplane - scripting 

 

The final script (Figure 7.2, bottom right) is written in full, grammatically correct 

English and my own observation, based on earlier email communication with her 

during the participant recruitment process, is that this may add to the exclusion of 

Mehwish (d).  One interpreter comments that “One group [is] using English to agree 

scripting – [this] shows a slight dominance to the English language” (written English 

diary, day three).  Dan (h) adds that “The script was definitely being written (and 
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thought about) in English, even the bits in BSL” (written English diary, day three).  

For him the “English sections should be devised in English and the BSL sections in 

BSL” (ibid.), but despite this Mehwish (d) is “largely left out of the writing process” 

(ibid.).  Contrary to my expectations, however, I notice that she grows in confidence 

when there is a script and a fixed structure.  Her own view is that 

 

it is better when I have a script that I can read.  It's the deaf way.  Read it and 

commit it to memory quickly … [it is also] there for cues, for passing the 

action or dialogue back and forwards (BSL video diary, day two). 

 

Communication issues in this group also followed from adopting problematic 

strategies for cueing.  I comment in my field notes (day four) that the approach they 

take feels like an auditory strategy rather than the more useful visual, haptic and 

kinaesthetic techniques already described in Section 7.2.1.  Steph (h) explains that 

 

we tried some actions but me and Holly were out of sync.  We tried to use 

counting to time our movement but after practicing again and again we weren’t 

getting anywhere (written English diary, day four). 

 

Elle (h) also explains that 

 

we’ve not been listening to the other, so movement that could be done fairly 

simply has taken a long time to get right, as it's been two individuals trying to 

move, rather than one character (written English diary, day four). 
 

Despite the lack of progress, Holly (d) remains convinced for some time that “one 

thing is better, which is beating and counting” (written English diary, day four) as the 

solution for achieving coordinated movement.  For me, however, this approach to 

cueing demonstrates a failure to absorb a culturally sensitive multi-sensory awareness 

into the practice of the group:  “I’m not sure this will work, it feels like a very hearing 

way to do it” (field notes, day four). 

 

Interpreting interventions 

Despite my initial instructions to the interpreters to remain on standby unless 

requested to translate, the ongoing exclusion of Mehwish (d) leads us to re-assess that 

translation strategy in this case, on ethical grounds.  Following discussion with me, the 
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interpreters do intervene, but the group’s hearing communication strategies have 

reached a point where it cannot function in an interpreter-friendly way.  The 

developing interpreter-awareness described in Section 7.1.3 is forgotten and 

participants talk over each other in a way that compromises the interpreting.  Ruth (d) 

notices that the interpreters attempt to resolve this by adopting a powerful position 

within the interactions. 

 

The interpreters are trying to control things, slow it down and explain more, 

but it's all going so fast and communication is being lost (BSL video diary, day 

four). 

 

Inclusivity within the group does not significantly improve.  Dan (h) notes that 

Mehwish (d) 

 

will highlight to the interpreter “what was just said?” , but she's not being 

given the opportunity to kind of say “Hang on guys,  can I be involved” 

because her involvement is almost always to catch up with what has already 

been discussed, and the only time she is getting into it is where somebody has 

specifically stopped and said [to her] “Hang on, what do you think ?” And that 

is not happening very much (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

It should be noted, however, that for Mehwish (d), her comments on working in this 

group and previously in the hearing-dominated The bank robbery group are generally 

positive. 

 

I think it was good.  How was the group?  Like all drama, it was stressful, but 

we practice, and take it one step at a time (BSL video diary, day four). 

 

Considerations of time 

The power dynamics, communication preferences and translation strategies at play in 

this example result in a very slow creative process.  The group works for over a day 

and a half to create less than five minutes of material.  No external pressure is applied 

to work faster but the length of time taken is clearly frustrating. Holly (d) complains 

that “My group today is disappointing.  It's a slow process … I feel like it is really 

difficult” (written English diary, day four).  Work on creating dialogue is particularly 

slow and at one point the actors request performing only the first part, which is 
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entirely visual.  I find it necessary to remind them of the experimental nature of the 

work, and of the group’s own intention of testing dialogue as a route to equal 

participation for deaf and hearing audiences. 

 

The various communication strategies already described (writing a script, using an 

interpreter) are attempts to accelerate the process, but on the whole they have limited 

success and lead to greater frustration.  This in turn pushes the group increasingly 

towards using hearing strategies.  As Dan (h) comments, 

 

The deaf actors that can speak or listen in any form are just reverting to that 

because it is so much quicker (semi-structured interview, day four). 

 

Although he suspects that in the interests of working as quickly as possible, 

 

some of the deaf actors … will just say something, or lip-read, and even if they 

haven't fully understood it, it's still quicker than waiting for the interpreter to 

finish (semi-structured interview, day four). 
 

The only useful step the group takes is to split in half, with the three deaf actors 

working together using BSL, and the three hearing actors using spoken English.  The 

intention is to devise separately in potentially more productive environments, and then 

come back together to share ideas.  Both groups are small and work in audio-

linguistically specific ways that mirror their practice on day one in separate deaf and 

hearing groups (on The railway station and I’m pregnant). The hearing group engages 

in discussion about structure, whereas the deaf group are on their feet testing different 

moves and blocking.  United by a common theme (a groom and his jilted bride 

boarding a plane), when the groups come back together their endeavours are 

fortuitously interlocking. 

 

I also intervene to support progress towards completion of the scene.  With the 

agreement of the actors, I invite Moira (d) to spend a short time directing the group 

with a view to moving things forward.	Moira (d) is profoundly deaf and a strong BSL 

user, a political activist within the Scottish deaf community, and a deaf performer and 

undergraduate on the Royal Conservatoire of Scotland’s ‘BA in Performance in BSL 

and English’ course.  She works with the group without an interpreter, directing the 
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actors using a mix of BSL, mime and gesture.  The resulting process is not 

collaborative, as Moira (d) adopts a position of power, but there is a noticeable shift in 

communication preferences.  Importantly, Moira’s (d) own translanguaging introduces 

an element of equality between the actors, and three participants modify their 

communication strategies to be more inclusive.  I comment in my field notes that one 

of the bilingual deaf actors reverts to using BSL, another switches between speech and 

sign, and one hearing participant opts to replace speech with gesture and mime. 

 

Moira works on specific moves and gestures, on the importance in cloning or 

simultaneous characterisation for hearing actors to communicate with hearing actors 

and deaf with deaf, and on the importance of maintaining synchronisation of speech 

and sign.  Importantly, she focuses on the group’s multi-sensory awareness, 

identifying which actor should lead in each character’s movement, and exploring 

touch and gesture as cues.  For the hearing actors, the intervention of a director, whilst 

creating a power dynamic of its own, is essential in making this group effective. 

 

Having Moira direct was a vital change to the process [...] this is a vital step 

for restructuring the power in the room.  It was the first time the process has 

felt properly inclusive (Dan (h), written English diary, day four, emphasis 

original) 

 

Later, when Moira (d) has returned to her own group, attempts are made to re-establish 

the earlier hierarchies.  Two participants dominate Mehwish (d) by “asserting the 

accuracy of the written script and telling Mehwish (d) that she is doing it wrong.  I 

intervene to remove the script and remind everybody that English is not everybody’s 

first language” (field notes, day four).  I am aware of my own mounting frustration 

with this group and in the interests of concluding the process I abandon any chance of 

creating equality and “put Ruth in charge and make her guardian of the script” (ibid.), 

on the grounds that she is deaf, can speak and sign, and works as a teacher, and thus 

presumably has some leadership skills.  I comment in my field notes that Ruth (d) does 

manage to introduce an element of equality among the other participants, and 

Mehwish (d) becomes more engaged.  Eventually The aeroplane is completed. 
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7.3.2 In The supermarket and The lift 

Group 4B has four participants. The relevant features of their audio-linguistic 

identities are given in Table 7.2.  As with Group 4A, all the actors in this group have 

some access to written English. 

 
Table 7.2:  Group 4B participants 

 
 

This group is more successful in achieving equality of participation.  An interpreter 

suggests that personality and experience might be as significant factors in achieving 

success as a willingness to embrace a multilingual approach.  Certainly, Moira (d) and 

Jasmine (h) have both adopted leadership roles within this project (Jasmine (h) with 

her clowning game, Moira (d) directing The aeroplane).  At the same time, however, 

other factors seem to be involved, for example both the hearing actors have shown 

their predisposition to perform visually rather than using dialogue.  Perhaps what is 

most important is the understanding and acceptance of difference. 

 

Successful communication and translation strategies 

In Group 4B, the actors do not prioritise one language as the language of the creative 

process.  Instead, all four actors use all the semiotic tools at their disposal to make 

communication work, what Kusters et al. (2017) would call translanguaging.  As 

Michaela (h) notes: 

 

We devised by writing things down, and fingerspelling.  Myself and Jasmine 

spoke clearer with bigger lip movements, and Sean helped us as he can speak 

and sign (written English diary, day three). 

 

Gesture and mime become a lingua franca.  Importantly, as Moira (d) points out, 

 

We started with movement, we held back on dialogue and just did actions to 

help the improvising.  It helped us think of the words that we would put into 
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a script but for now we kept that to one side and just focussed on the actions 

(BSL video diary, day four). 

  

This process is supported by each actor’s efforts to build their own bilingual 

competence.  Michaela (h) and Jasmine (h) start to use some signs that they have 

learnt over the course of the project.  Michaela (h) notes that 

 

Learning more BSL words/phrases every day has helped me understand and 

communicate (written English diary, day three). 

 

At the same time, Moira (d) increasingly uses her voice, which is not part of her 

everyday communication repertoire.  She also makes a concerted effort to develop her 

lip-reading skills, again not one of her usual communication strategies, working 

separately with Michaela (h) on sections of spoken dialogue. 

 

When we were ready we sat with each other like in a mirror and I was 

watching her lip pattern, so we could practice picking up our cues from that 

(Moira (d), BSL video diary, day three). 

 

By the fourth day, Moira (d) reports that 

 

I'm much more confident at lip reading … It all comes from practice.  

Compared with the first or second day when it was really confusing, now I feel 

much more confident to discuss things with hearing people and to try to lip-

read (BSL video diary, day four).  

 

Where these competences are insufficient, and translation is required, only minimal 

use is made of the interpreters.  Instead, whenever possible Sean (d) undertakes intra-

group translation, which Jasmine (h) notes as being particularly useful: 

 

Having a BSL to English speaker in the group made it easier to negotiate 

dialogue and what was going to be said (written English diary, day three). 

 

During the creation of The lift the group requests interpreter support on only one 

occasion.  This happens “after forty-five minutes working […] to clarify a small point 

and to work out some plot issues” (field notes, day four).  It seems to me that “ideas 
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were flowing very quickly and they all wanted to get ideas out in their first languages 

without worrying about communication issues” (ibid.).  Similarly, while preparing The 

supermarket, an interpreter intervenes on one occasion after noticing a 

miscommunication that needs to be resolved to ensure the successful development of 

the scene.  Otherwise the group “rarely used an interpreter” (Michaela (h), written 

diary, day three) and I observe the actors building rapport directly rather than through 

an external agency.   

 

As with Group 4A, this group also uses written English on flip chart paper to ensure 

that the physical improvisation develops a consistent structure. The process here, 

however, is different.  They begin not with discussion but with physical 

improvisations, in which the actors are required to discover experientially appropriate 

techniques to cue each other, and thus indirectly to negotiate their different sensory 

orientations.  From the improvisations, they produce a bullet-pointed list of actions 

(Figure 7.3) the function of which is more supportive than prescriptive.   

 

 
Figure 7.3:  The supermarket - synopsis 
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Only when they are certain how they wish the scene to unfold do they create a script 

(Figure 7.4) to ensure that the bilingual dialogue can be delivered consistently and 

accurately.  

 

 
Figure 7.4:  The supermarket - script 
 

Moira (d) notes that  

 

The cueing process is going well, because we have a script and everything is 

very clear.  We all know when the dialogue or action passes between the 

different characters.  We can watch lip pattern or signing like it's dialogue and 

that works well (BSL video diary, day four).  
 

Power dynamics that produce flattened hierarchies 

Turning finally to power dynamics, despite (or perhaps because of) the leadership 

skills of Moira (d) and Jasmine (h), no observable hierarchy is created in this group. 

Moira (d) notes that everybody “is throwing in ideas” (BSL video diary, day three).  

Also, following completion of the work on the ‘mirroring’ technique of The 

supermarket, this group chooses to undertake the well-known ‘mirrors sequence’ of 
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exercises, initially described by Boal (2002: 121), to develop their skills in mirroring 

action.  During these exercises leadership shifts naturally between Moira (d) and 

Jasmine (h), supported as required by Sean’s (d) translation.  The resulting ethos 

allows the development of a genuinely collaborative approach, and the frustrations of 

the time constraints expressed almost universally throughout this project are not seen 

here.  As Moira (d) comments, 

 

The length of time it is taking is fine.  I feel The lift hasn't taken much time at 

all because we practiced and we all knew how we were working (BSL video 

diary, day four). 

	

To conclude, in this chapter I have analysed data relating to the creative process:  

warm-ups and games, free-listing, the use of interpreters, developing multi-sensory 

awareness and the temporal constraints when working with more than one language.  I 

have also discussed two examples of practice from within this project, one (Group 4A 

and The aeroplane) that does not achieve equality of participation, and a second 

(Group 4B with The supermarket and The lift) that seems to be more successful.  In 

the next chapter I go on to discuss these examples further, suggesting that equality of 

participation is dependent on the creation of an ideology-free Freirean third space. 
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Chapter 8:  Achieving a Freirean third space: the road to utopia? 
 

Having analysed the findings generated in this project in the preceding three chapters, 

here I consider the creation of a Freirean third space as the essential factor that 

supports transformativity within this project.  I consider the topic separately as it 

relates to each of Schechner’s (2006) three phases of the performance process, now 

considering them in the order that he first presented them: the actors’ devising process, 

the performance event, and the audience response. 

 

Firstly, I introduce the notion of a third space in the creative process of the proto-

performance.  I discuss the contributions of identity negotiation and communication 

strategies to its development, before considering a Bourdieusian socio-analysis of its 

internal power structures.  Furthermore, I suggest that the practices seen in such a third 

space are not determined by the conditions of a Bourdieusian field, but are the result of 

the creation of a doxa-free Freirean space.  As such, the formation of this third space 

cannot be dependent on the restructuring of individuals’ habitus.  Instead, I consider 

changes in individuals’ practice in terms of the creation and performance of new 

templates of audio-linguistic identity, what Butler might call performatives of identity.  

Secondly, I review the theatrical product created within this project, and building on 

the analysis presented in Section 5.3, discuss the performance of a Freirean third space 

within the scenes.  I also consider the notion of Butlerian performatives created within 

the performances that might support the actors’ creation of a third space.  Thirdly, I 

turn to the question of ‘transformation or transportation?’ and consider whether the 

data support anything more than a temporary transportation, experienced only within 

the creative process.  Finally, I switch my focus to the audience, and considering the 

inequality maintained in this project, discuss potential approaches to future work that 

might usefully support equality of participation for deaf and hearing spectators. 

 

8.1 Transformation in the creative process 

 

The data analysed in Section 7.3 suggest that the different working conditions of 

Groups 4A and 4B predisposed groups of actors to be effective to different degrees in 

their creative processes.  I propose in this section that the essential transformative step 

for any group wishing to achieve equality of participation is the creation of a Freirean 

third space. 
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8.1.1 Defining the third space 

The literature reviewed in Section 3.5.2 suggests that participant transformation in 

Applied Theatre is achieved through the creation of, and engagement in, democratic 

activity within the creative process, ideally a democratic system that is pluralistic 

(Nicholson, 2014), creating equality of participation while still acknowledging 

difference within the ensemble (Neelands, 2007).  Furthermore, Kemmis (2001) 

suggests that the first step in all Participatory Action Research “turns out to be central:  

the formation of a communicative space” (100).   

 

I suggest that transformation in this project is achieved by the creation of a Freirean 

third space.  Bhabha (1990) first introduced the notion of a ‘third space’ in the context 

of cross-cultural interaction in post-colonial Britain.  In her research on Maori/pakeha 

performance in New Zealand, Greenwood (2005) draws on Bhabha’s work to theorise 

a third space that is created by the meeting and interaction of two cultures in 

performance, and in which new practices can develop.  Given O’Brien’s (2017) 

suggestion of similarities between Maori and deaf groups, and their relations with their 

local dominant communities, it seems appropriate to develop Greenwood’s notion of a 

third space to apply it to performances in which deaf and hearing people aim for 

equality of participation.  Such a space is not created by one culture for another, as 

was previously suggested by Pavis’ (1992) unidirectional model of cross-cultural 

performance.  Rather, it can be accessed equally from either culture, as long as there is 

a willingness to learn how to read the values and language of the other. 

 

Within this project, the data suggest that three factors are relevant in the creation and 

maintenance of a third space.  The defining feature, the reason I refer to it as a Freirean 

third space, is the flattening of hierarchies and the removal of power inequality, a 

process which in Bourdieusian terms requires each actor to put aside the internalised 

doxa of the field with which they identify. This is important.  Other writers talk of the 

‘moral orientation’ of deaf people towards each other, that allows them to 

communicate in International Sign with each other during General Assembly meetings 

of the World Federation of the Deaf (Green, 2014), or the ‘cooperative disposition’ of 

members of South Asian communities that encourages them to use translingual 

practices when communicating using a range of local languages or different varieties 

of global or world English (Canagarajah, 2013).  These concepts, however, refer to the 

instinctive practices of the communities studied.  Indeed Canagarajah confirms that 
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cooperative disposition is similar to Bourdieu’s notion of habitus (2013, 179), and I 

argue that the moral orientation of deaf people towards other deaf people is part of 

their habitus.  The starting point of my project, however, is a mixed group of deaf and 

hearing people who do not share a moral orientation towards each other, and 

furthermore have acquired a habitus which accepts the dominance of monolingual 

ideology, in this case audism, and for some of the deaf participants, dysconcious 

audism.  As I explore in the following section, the achievement of equality of 

participation only follows from participants over-riding their habitus and putting aside 

their ideological positions.  Whilst this may result in practices similar to those 

described as being consequent on moral orientation (Green, 2014) or cooperative 

disposition (Canagarajah, 2013), the important point is that this orientation or 

disposition is not pre-existing.  It is the process of putting aside doxa and thereby 

having the potential to flatten hierarchies (or develop a moral orientation or 

cooperative disposition) that is the process of achieving the third space. 

 

Mutually interdependent with the sociological process within this project are the 

recognition and acceptance of a range of audio-linguistic identities, and the 

development of a fluidity of communication preferences by all participants, 

irrespective of their own identity. In line with my three research sub-questions relating 

to the creative process, in this section I consider each of these in turn.  I begin with a 

socio-analysis of power inequality within the project, before considering the 

negotiation of identity and then communication strategies.  Subsequently I explore the 

means by which practices that contribute to the creation of a Freirean third space 

might be acquired.  I end the section by discussing the role of Deaf Gain in the third 

space created in this project. 

 

8.1.2 Power dynamics: a socio-analysis 

Power hierarchies are constantly created and recreated within the creative process by 

individuals’ choices in relation to their audio-linguistic identity, and the context in 

which they make those choices.  Consider the example of The aeroplane, discussed in 

Section 7.3.1.  Here the use of spoken English and reliance on auditory methods of 

cueing is audist and excludes the single profoundly deaf participant.  Each of the 

oppressive practices described by Freire (1996) are seen (see section 4.1.1).  There is 

‘cultural invasion’ in that the dominant practice of speech is imposed on a deaf 

participant who is a competent theatre-maker in BSL but cannot now contribute.  
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There is ‘manipulation’, in that the deaf actors with voice are subconsciously 

persuaded to participate through speech, even though this is exclusive, and, as Chin 

(1991) warns, is a means of deforming the minority group.  Through a combination of 

cultural invasion and manipulation, there is also ‘divide and rule’:  two of the deaf 

participants work with the hearing actors; one cannot. 

 

The hierarchy created is the natural condition of spaces where practice is determined 

by Bourdieusian field conditions, in this case the hearing field.   Spoken English is 

instinctively understood, ideologically, as being dominant in this context, and all 

actors, deaf and hearing, have internalised the doxa that speech is the language 

modality of power.  Individuals’ levels of field-specific linguistic capital create a 

hierarchy, and in this case the habitus of those with higher levels of linguistic capital 

predisposes them to use speech.  For the deaf actors who can use their voice, this is an 

example of dysconscious audism.  Those with less hearing field-linguistic capital, in 

this case Mehwish (d) (with no use of her voice) find themselves continually at the 

bottom of the hierarchy, a position in which they are excluded from spoken, that is all, 

interactions.  In Bourdieusian fashion, habitus and field are each mutually structuring 

and being structured by the other:  the doxa of the hearing field, that spoken language 

is the language of power, structures the habitus of individuals, and in turn, their 

habitus predisposes them to a practice (speech) that contributes to structuring the 

space according to the conditions of the hearing field.  Field conditions such as these 

are equivalent to what van Maanen (2004) calls the societal frame of the theatrical 

event.	

 

The field conditions influencing the work of Group 4A on The aeroplane are disrupted 

when I ask Moira (d) to join the group as their director.  In this role, Moira (d) is in a 

de facto position of power, but her habitus does not match the field that she enters.  

Rather her symbolic capital is drawn predominantly from the deaf field.  She has 

significant social capital as a political activist within the deaf community.  She has 

acquired cultural capital as a deaf performer and as an undergraduate at the Royal 

Conservatoire of Scotland.  Most significantly here, being a first language user of BSL 

gives her significant linguistic capital.  The impact of Moira (d) entering the space of 

The aeroplane is that its field is significantly, if only temporarily, restructured by her 

habitus and capital.  A Freirean third space is not achieved, but the group is at least 
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transported away from acceptance of hearing doxa by the communication strategies 

that she uses. 

 

During Moira’s (d) intervention, the two actors with no access to BSL have their 

contributions curtailed, indeed one remains focused on the written English script, 

unable to participate in the deaf-led experience.  This is the phenomenon that Bourdieu 

calls hysteresis, a mismatch between habitus and field and a situation in which 

individuals have the potential to over-ride the predispositions of their habitus and 

contribute to the shaping of a new field (Swartz, 1997).	 Moira (d) undermines the 

arbitrary language ideology that places English as dominant, and when she leaves the 

group, two of the participants modify their communication strategies to be more 

inclusive.  The changes in their practice suggest that the field conditions introduced by 

Moira (d) may have partly restructured their habitus.  (I expand on this in the 

following section).  Bourdieu (1977a) would argue, however, that such a restructuring 

is difficult, and where it is achieved, it takes a long time.  Indeed, two other 

participants are unable to adapt so quickly, and remain trapped in the earlier 

hierarchies created by their group, using only speech (even though one is deaf and 

could use BSL) and focusing on the written English script (as described in Section 

7.3.1).  Interestingly, apart from Dan (h), none of the actors comment on Moira’s (d) 

intervention in their reflective diaries or during the reflexive interviews undertaken on 

day five, despite the problems encountered in creating The aeroplane being referred to 

regularly in those data sources. 

	

I turn now to the example of Group 4B, described working on The supermarket and 

The lift in Section 7.3.2.  In Bourdieusian terms this group embodies a large amount of 

pre-existing symbolic capital, particularly Moira (d) and Jasmine’s (h) social capital 

as leaders and cultural capital as performers, as well as a diversity of linguistic, or 

more accurately, communicative capital acquired during the week by all four actors as 

a result of their willingness to make communication work.  The data suggest that the 

group do achieve a Freirean third space, and that the precondition for that achievement 

is the willingness of participants to put aside ideological positions and to create the 

conditions of equal participation through action, as per the definition of Rancière 

(2013).  As I explore in the following sections, this is achieved in practice through the 

development of communication strategies that reflect the language needs of the Other 

rather than the predisposition of the Self.  Furthermore, each actor in this group 
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recognises the Other, accepts their difference, and moves towards the Other rather than 

asserting language ideologies that create boundaries, what Bharucha (2000) would 

recognise as finding partnership in alterity.	

In Bourdieusian terms, the actions that support the creation of a third space require a 

significant act of will by each individual to over-ride the predispositions of their 

habitus and the doxa of the field from which they access that space.  Leaving doxa 

behind, particularly those drawn from linguistic and audist (and indeed anti-audist) 

ideologies, suggests that a transformative third space cannot in itself be described as a 

Bourdieusian field, because it is not a site of inequality and struggle.  Of course, this is 

context specific, as the new space created is likely to sit within other fields defined by 

other doxa and thus containing other hierarchies that are not created by audio-

linguistic capital.  Furthermore, the pre-existing fields are not destroyed, as their 

inherent hierarchies are still present in the societal frames of the external world.  Deaf-

space still represents practice generated by the deaf field and its doxa; hearing-space 

remains influenced by the doxa of the hearing field.  In contrast, the third space is a 

liminal space, where practice is not determined by the conditions of either the deaf or 

the hearing field, and the inherent inequality seen between those fields is removed.  

Furthermore, it is a space that offers transformative potential, offering the individuals 

who achieve it the liberty to act, free from audio-linguistic ideology and doxa. 

 

The third space is then a utopian goal, not definable as a Bourdieusian field.  It is 

created using a bottom–up approach, Freire’s populist pedagogy rather than 

Bourdieu’s top-down rationalist pedagogy (Burawoy, 2011).  Realising the space 

supports Rancière’s (2003) rejection of Bourdieu as an anti-democratic sociological 

system that condemns those with little symbolic capital to remain at the bottom of 

hierarchies, kept in their place by the institutions of the capital-rich.  Rancière 

comments that if a field is a game then you can only play if your habitus predisposes 

you to feeling included rather than excluded, and only then if you have acquired the 

appropriate symbolic capital that allows you to play.  Such capital is, however 

reserved by the dominant, who thereby make the game exclusive.  In contrast, a third 

space is a Freirean space, created by a struggle undertaken by dominant and oppressed 

groups together, with the aim of finding a position of equality.  Such a struggle allows 

society to be re-modelled as pluralistic and democratic, through the creation of a 

public sphere of interaction that is not aligned with Bourdieu’s view of society. 
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8.1.3 The negotiation of identity and cultural practices 

For Chaudhuri (1991), a practical cross-culturalism is concerned less with difference 

and more with the lived experience of negotiating difference.  The data suggest that 

within this project, this negotiation is mediated by individuals’ performances of a fluid 

audio-linguistic identity.  Where this is responsive to the needs to the creative process, 

and there is “an equal exchange between two or more people who belong to different 

cultural legacies” (Agiman, 2004: 337) it contributes to the creation of a third space.  

In Group 4B, analysed in Section 7.3.2, participants are less tied to the ideologies and 

practices of their own fields and more willing to find ways of collaboratively 

translanguaging.  Hearing participants speak, but are also more gestural in their 

communication and use signs learnt from their deaf peers.  Conversely, a profoundly 

deaf participant endeavours to develop lip-reading skills that she does not typically 

use, and a BSL/English bilingual deaf actor regularly code-switches and provides 

intra-group translation. 

 

Negotiating such fluidity of audio-linguistic identities throughout the process is not 

easy for participants.  As Bharucha (2000) points out, intercultural work takes its toll 

on the body as it negotiates and absorbs stimuli and practices from the other. Moira 

(d), after working on The supermarket in Group 4B, notes that 

 

Yesterday I was exhausted, because of the hard mental processing.  Speaking, 

signing, all going on – it’s really hard work.  I went to bed early, at seven 

o'clock, and slept right through (BSL video diary, afternoon, day four). 

 

For Holly (d), the multiplicity of audio-linguistic identities within one social space 

leads her to perform different identities at different times, as though testing them to 

determine the one that suits her best.  On different occasions she performs: hearing, 

using only spoken English and socialising predominantly with other hearing people; 

actively bilingual, providing intra-group translation; and deaf, using BSL, not 

replacing the batteries in her cochlear implant and relying entirely on an interpreter in 

interactions.  This does not, however, recreate the fluidity and responsiveness of the 

participants in Group 4B, as the identity she is performing at any particular time is 

fixed.  As such, it has the potential to compromise the development of a Freirean third 

space.  In fact she participates in Group 4A, and her fixed hearing performance at that 
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time contributes to the dominance of one audio-linguistic identity over others, to the 

detriment of equality of participation. 

 

Essential to the negotiation of difference is the practice of Other-awareness, and the 

development of “a common sensitivity” (Agiman, 2004: 336) that accepts the societal 

frames of each participant.  This project is complicated, particularly for hearing 

participants, by my decision not to provide deaf-awareness training.  The 

responsibility for learning the values of the other is left to individuals, a process they 

engage in at their own pace.  This compromises the development of a Freirean third 

space, particularly in the early days of the project.  The same requirement for deaf 

participants is less problematic, as their pre-existing knowledge of hearing culture is 

greater, drawn from spending significantly more time in hearing-space than hearing 

people do in deaf-space (see Section 2.5). 

 

8.1.4 Communication strategies and translation 

An effective Freirean third space in this project is supported by a flexibility of 

communication preferences that contains a high degree of functional multilingualism.  

This includes not only individuals who can code-switch and provide intra-group 

translation, but also the practice of translanguaging (Kusters et al., 2017), which here 

includes language-free communication using gesture and mime (as introduced in the 

daily warm-ups), written materials in simple English, and the use of pictures (for 

example Jasmine’s (h) clowning game, described in Section 7.1.1).  Importantly, in 

line with Canagarajah’s (2013) view on what she calls ‘translingual practice’, there is 

no predefined language practice or sought-for language product within the third space, 

rather effective communication resources develop bottom-up from the interaction of 

the communicators.  Conversely, the creation of a third space is compromised by 

ideologically driven, top-down practice that places one language in a dominant 

position, such as the use of spoken English by the group creating The aeroplane or the 

majority use of BSL when creating The deaf school. 

 

An effective third space is maintained by favouring the use of intra-group translation 

wherever possible, rather than having an embedded interpreter. The doxa of both deaf 

and hearing fields includes the ideology that the solution to communication problems 

between deaf and hearing individuals is the use of a BSL/English interpreter. The data 

generated from Groups 4A and 4B, analysed in Section 7.3, suggest, however, that the 
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contribution of interpreters to the development of a Freirean third space is limited.  

Professional interpreting is sometimes required, but without one, individuals can build 

relationships with each other directly and develop effective translanguaging practice.  

 

Whilst the experience and skill of the individual interpreter may be relevant here, I 

suggest also that the use of professional interpreters is systemically problematic in a 

number of ways.  First, the professionals involved are typically framed as ‘interpreters 

for the deaf’, reinforcing the audist language ideology outlined in Section 2.5.1.  

Second, recognition and acceptance of difference is difficult for participants when 

communication is mediated by a third party (Napier, Young and Oram, 2017).  Third, 

frustration is created by the inevitable time-delay of interpreter-mediated 

communication, especially when one language group is dominant and is not being 

respectful of the communication needs of the minority and of the interpreter (see 

Section 7.3.1).  Fourth, the routine translation between BSL and English of all 

communication that includes a deaf person creates a binary of languages that are 

considered acceptable within an interaction, thus inhibiting the development of 

translanguaging practices.  Fifth, the establishment of such a language binary 

reinforces the traditional notion of source and target texts, which in turn compromises 

the development of a bilingual target text in a creative process that has no pre-existing 

source.  Sixth, the demands on an interpreter in this context, with flexible use of space, 

fluidity of language choice and no fixed interpreter role (shifting between participant, 

standby interpreter, translator and researcher) do not form the typical working practice 

of most interpreters (as described in, for example, Pöchhacker, 2016).  In this 

situation, the interpreters themselves question the quality of the service they are able to 

provide (according to the interpreters’ reflective diaries).  Finally, placing an 

interpreter within an interaction creates its own power dynamics (Mole, 2018) that 

might compromise a Freirean third space, especially considering that the majority of 

BSL/English interpreters are hearing.  

  

8.1.5 Creating a Freirean third space through practice 

The socio-analytical starting point of this thesis is the notion of deaf and hearing fields 

within which individuals’ habitus predisposes them to certain practices.  I suggest 

however, that field theory is inadequate for describing a Freirean third space, or the 

process of its achievement.  Bourdieu himself is clear that the restructuring of habitus 

is problematic and time-consuming, if it is possible at all (Bourdieu, 1977a; 1990b). 
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Although it can be over-ruled, this is typically only in situations of hysteresis (Swartz, 

1997).  As field is structured by habitus, the conditions of any particular field can also 

change only slowly over time.  Furthermore, as social spaces are always governed by 

the doxa of their associated field conditions, hierarchies are ubiquitous. 

 

Such a reading is applicable to the work of Group 4A on The aeroplane, which does 

not achieve a Freirean third space.  The data suggest, however, that the process 

undertaken by Group 4B (working on The supermarket and The lift) is indeed 

transformative, in that the actors do achieve equality of participation, as discussed in 

Section 7.3.2.  From a Bourdieusian perspective, it appears that the actors’ habitus has 

restructured, that the new habitus has structured a field that is doxa-free (at least audio-

linguistically speaking), and that all of this has happened over a four-day time period.  

None of these actions, however, can be reconciled with Bourdieu’s sociology. 

 

An alternative approach is offered by Greene (2014). In his quest to find a coherent, 

global, moral philosophy, he draws on psychological, cognitive and evolutionary 

perspectives to suggest that individuals develop a moral code based on influence from 

family, education and social ties.  This moral code is structured such that we 

intuitively behave in ways that promote intra-group cooperation, putting Us before 

Me, and also putting Us before Them.  Thus far, Greene closely mirrors Bourdieu and 

the notion of habitus pre-disposing individuals to play the game within a particular 

field, and simultaneously to create boundaries between their own and others’ fields.  

Greene also suggests, however, that automatic functions that promote intra-group 

cooperation can be over-ridden by what he calls the brain’s ‘manual mode’ (Greene, 

2014: 133), in which reasoning takes over, with a view to achieving longer-term goals 

and overcoming conflict between Us and Them.  This is a utilitarian approach in 

which what-works-best-in-the-long-run takes priority over what-works-best-for-us-

now, in pursuit of the greatest good for the greatest number of people.  It offers a 

perspective from outside sociology that suggests that agency does allow individuals to 

over-ride habitus. 

 

A similar proposition, drawn from Performance Studies, is made by Butler (1988; 

1990; 1993).  She suggests that social markers of identity are created by repeated acts 

of performance, and that individuals have agency in determining the content of that 

performance.  Theorising specifically the nature of gender, she proposes that the 
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notion of ‘female’ is not a pre-existing reality, but is instead socially constructed, 

actively constituted in the act of performance and accepted as an illusionary “object of 

belief” (Butler, 1988: 215) in that moment by those watching (oneself and others). She 

provides a useful distinction between the actualisation of gender, its performance, and 

those pre-existing behavioural templates, or performatives, that constitute it and from 

which it is constructed. 

 

Most theorists of performativity would now argue that all social markers of identity 

are constructed, and Butler’s original concept of performativity has been extended to 

embrace the performance of ‘blackness’ (Forbes, 2004), Jewishness (Bial, 2005) and 

disability (Sandahl, 2003).  I suggest that it is also applicable to an understanding of 

deaf and hearing identities.  Butler (1988) states that, in the case of women, there is a 

distinction between “sex, as biological facticity, and gender, as the cultural 

interpretation or signification of that facticity” (216).  The literature presented in 

Chapter 2 suggests that this distinction readily applies to audiological status and its 

cultural and linguistic interpretation, supporting the notion of deaf and hearing as 

performative markers of social identity.  It should be noted, however, that Butler 

(1993) considers binary genders to be ideological social constructs, which serves as a 

useful reminder to constantly challenge the notion of deaf and hearing as binary 

opposites. 

 

Importantly for Butler, the individual has agency in determining which performatives 

to perform, with the potential for subverting expectations.  Furthermore, each iteration 

of the performance has the potential to create new performatives from which to 

construct future identities.  For Butler, then, habitus, which she views as “a tacit form 

of performativity”  (Carlson, 2018: 85), is merely a starting point from which new 

versions of the Self are constantly being created.  I suggest that while a Bourdieusian 

socio-analysis is appropriate for discussing examples of practice in this project where 

hierarchies are maintained, a consideration of the creation of new Butlerian 

performatives might be more helpful in understanding the practical means by which a 

Freirean third space is created by Group 4B when creating The supermarket and The 

lift. 

 

Reviewing the data analysed in Chapter 7 suggests that a number of activities within 

the creative process of this project develop performatives from which the actors in 
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Group 4B might have drawn.  My own approach to communication, code-switching, 

offers a performative role model for translanguaging practice, particularly on day one.  

During the daily ritual of my warm-up and some games, all the actors perform an 

audio-linguistic identity that is free of codified language.  Many games, and the 

exercises on the afternoon of day four, are designed to develop performatives related 

to visual and haptic communication, both relevant to actors’ cueing.  Jasmine’s (h) 

clowning game develops visual rather than dialogue-based performatives.  In Group 

4B, hearing actors actively develop performatives in which they prioritise gesture over 

speech and deaf actors develop lip-reading performatives.  Sean (d), through his 

leadership of games on day three, creates his own performative as a provider of intra-

group translation.  Throughout the week of the project, actors have the agency to draw 

on any of these performatives as they perform their own identities within the creative 

process.  My own observations suggest that this is what happens for Group 4B.  It 

seems that the achievement of a Freirean third space is not only dependent on such 

factors as translanguaging, and the recognition and acceptance of difference, but also 

sufficient time to create new performatives from which to draw when performing 

those practices. 

 

8.1.6 Deaf Gain in the Freirean third space of this project 

Going further, the data suggest that a genuinely transformative third space in this 

project, despite aiming to be doxa-free (audio-linguistically speaking), is informed 

more by practice drawn from deaf-space than from hearing-space.  In common with 

signing environments in education and psychiatric services for deaf people, described 

by Young, Ackerman and Kyle (2000), the requirement is a greater behavioural shift 

by hearing people.  My own supposedly language-free games rely on gesture and 

other forms of visual or para-linguistic communication, and occasionally incorporate 

BSL.  The free-listing activity that generates the ensembles’ working methods reveals 

that it is hearing participants whose habitus is less pre-disposed to cross-cultural 

working, and for whom a Freirean third space is further from the centre of their own 

field.  The development of multisensory awareness foregrounds deaf behaviour, and 

again requires a greater re-orientation by hearing people, as visual, haptic and 

kinaesthetic channels are available to all participants, whereas the hearing emphasis 

on the auditory channel excludes deaf people. 
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Additionally, deaf people bring a number of specific practices and experiences that are 

supportive of an effective process.  They often use more languages than hearing 

people, particularly in this Anglo-centric context, and tend to be better at multilingual, 

multimodal communication, perhaps because of the “fluidity and transformative 

quality of signs/gestures” (Kusters et al., 2017: 6).  They are more often adapted to 

working cross-culturally, being already acculturated to their local hearing society 

(Murray, 2008).  Considering the performance element of this project, the embodied 

nature of deaf communication and story telling is inherently theatrical (Peters, 2001).   

The collaborative, non-hierarchical nature of devised theatre (see Section 3.4.2) is 

supported in practice by the circular proxemics of deaf conversation and reflects 

cooperative models of leadership in deaf-space (see Section 2.3.1) that can contribute 

to the collective intelligence and efficacy of a group (Woolley et al., 2010).  

Furthermore, the location of signed languages on the body encourages a culture of 

doing rather than talking; an experiential approach that can lead to the rapid generation 

of material with in-built effective cueing systems, which contrasts with the hearing 

approach that typically starts with a slower discussion about the material, even when 

communication is difficult.  Bauman and Murray (2014) might say that deaf 

participants bring a significant element of Deaf Gain to this project; in reflecting the 

factors outlined in this paragraph, the data seem to concur. 

 

The adoption of practices more typically disposed by the conditions of the deaf field 

than the hearing field in the Freirean third space is accompanied by a re-calibration of 

participants’ Other-awareness, despite formal deaf-awareness training not being 

provided.  Chapter 2 and the data describe a paradigm in which the majority of 

hearing people are not deaf-aware.  Their Other-awareness is determined by 

conditions in the hearing field.  Conversely, deaf people, by virtue of their regular 

movement between deaf and hearing fields, are typically more hearing-aware, and 

often carry expectations of audist behaviour against them.  Their Other-awareness 

might also be considered to be determined by conditions in the hearing field.   I 

suggest that a shift of position away from the doxa of the hearing field is beneficial on 

two counts.  Firstly, it gives hearing people an awareness of the practices described in 

the previous paragraphs that support the creation of a Freirean third space.  Secondly, 

and importantly, it allows deaf people to put aside their societal prejudices and commit 

to the creation of a third space, confident that they will not suffer audist symbolic 

violence from their hearing peers.	
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In summary, the data of this project suggest that a Freirean third space is not only 

ideologically neutral, but also that such neutrality is often achieved by adopting the 

practices of the dominated or minority community, much as the communities of 

Martha’s Vineyard in the 19th century (Groce, 1985) and Adamorobe in Ghana today 

(Kusters, 2015) pragmatically use(d) signed languages to facilitate shared 

communication rather than insisting on the dominant use of spoken language.  This 

means following Freire’s bottom-up populist pedagogy rather than the rationalist 

pedagogy of Bourdieu, in this case expressed as audism.  It does not mean prohibiting 

dominant practices.  Indeed, when creating The lift, Group 4B still at times resorted to 

hearing practices, such as discussing (rather than acting), and creating a written script.  

There is, however, an overall shift towards deaf practices, and this emphasises the 

Freirean nature of the process, which requires individual oppressors who wish to show 

solidarity with the oppressed to “enter into the situation of those with whom one is 

solitary; it is a radical posture” (Freire, 1996: 31). 

 

8.2 The influence of the theatrical product 

 

Having discussed the third space and the mechanisms of its achievement, I now return 

to the theatrical product, originally analysed in Chapter 5.  Firstly, I consider the 

scenes that re-present such a space, and discuss the communicative strategies that are 

used within them.  Subsequently, I discuss the generation of performatives within the 

scenes that might have supported or inhibited the development of the third space 

within the creative process. 

 

8.2.1 Communication strategies and the performance of a third space 

The socio-analysis in Section 5.3.5 suggests that the material performed falls broadly 

into three groups (see Table 5.37).  Firstly, there are those in which the characters’ 

interactions either maintain, or reverse, existing hierarchies in the societal frame of 

this project:  I’m pregnant, The deaf school, The railway station and The bank 

robbery.  Secondly, there are those in which the characters’ interactions perform field 

equality:  Dear diary.  The lift sits within both these groups.  Interactions between the 

characters inside the lift predominantly perform field equality, but there are short 

sections in which hearing people are presented as inferior, and existing hierarchies are 

inverted.  The scene is further complicated by the technology of the lift (the alarm 

phone), which marks this as a hearing space in which characters’ occasional 
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interactions with people outside the lift operate under the conditions of the hearing 

field. Thirdly, there are scenes that are not easily defined using field theory, which I 

classify as performing a doxa-free third space:  The wedding, The supermarket, and 

The aeroplane. 

 

That analysis is predicated on the notion that the performance of a third space is 

achieved through the re-presentation of flattened hierarchies, a paradigm that cannot 

be described using Bourdieusian sociology.  In this section I extend that analysis to 

consider whether creating a Freirean position of equality between deaf and hearing 

fields in performance correlates with the development of communication strategies 

that offer equality of participation to deaf and hearing spectators.  The assumption of 

the actors is that all of the scenes (except I’m pregnant and The railway station) do 

offer equality of participation, as they have aimed for language equivalence in the 

performances they have created.  In this section, I consider this assumption in more 

detail, going beyond the socio-analysis of power represented in the subject matter, and 

interrogating the specific communicative strategies that are used within the scenes.  

 

I start with the least complex.  Those already described as performing a third space 

either do not use any formal codified language, as in The wedding, or adopt an 

approach that regards each language as equal, as in The supermarket and The 

aeroplane.  In these two scenes the technique is simultaneous characterisation, with 

simultaneous rendition of dialogue in both languages, neither considered a source text 

or a target translation.  It should be noted that Group 4A, despite struggling to achieve 

a third space within their creative process (as described in Section 7.3.1), still manage 

to create The aeroplane, the performance of which embodies a Freirean third space 

and uses communication strategies that do offer equality of participation. 

 

In those three scenes, then, the use of communication strategies that offer equality of 

participation to deaf and hearing audience correlates with the performance of a third 

space.  The railway station also offers equality of participation through the 

communication strategies performed.  A highly visual style, the use of body language 

and facial expression, and occasional code-switching and code-blending by Holly (d) 

mean that despite its aim, hearing spectators feel that, in retrospect at least, they 

understand everything.  In this case, however, the scene does not perform a third 

space, but is rather a re-presentation of deaf people’s experience in hearing-space, that 
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is where behaviour (including the behaviour of deaf people) is responsive to the 

conditions of the hearing field.  As described in Section 2.3.2, deaf people are 

accustomed to drawing on a wide range of communicative resources when they enter 

hearing-space, and it is thus unsurprising that hearing people feel that they fully 

understand The railway station, despite its intention of being accessible only to deaf 

spectators. 

 

A similar situation is created by The deaf school, in which spoken English for hearing 

spectators is overlaid on what is essentially a deaf performance in BSL.  This is again 

a re-presentation of deaf people’s experiences in the hearing field, and again the 

communication strategies chosen offer equality of participation for deaf and hearing 

spectators.  By contrast, I’m pregnant, performed only by hearing actors in spoken 

English, re-presents behaviours created by the conditions of the hearing field.  It aims 

to be inaccessible to deaf people and achieves this by using a deliberately restricted 

communicative repertoire: speech, mumbling, facing away from the audience when 

speaking, and reducing body language to a bare minimum.   

 

For different reasons, the remaining three scenes do not use communicative strategies 

that offer equality of participation. The actors who created it are confident that The 

bank robbery is successful in this regard (see the data presented in Section 6.1.5) 

despite the scene performing a hierarchy in which the deaf character is in a position of 

power, but the response of the audience to the technique of interlocking dialogue, 

switching back and forwards between speech and sign, seems to suggest otherwise. In 

contrast, The lift, which for much of its course does perform field equality, deliberately 

uses a strategy in which often different signed and spoken communication occurs 

simultaneously, thereby offering complementary but not equal experiences for deaf 

and hearing spectators.  Finally, I also suggest that Dear diary, despite performing 

field equality, risks not being considered as offering equality of audience participation 

by using a communication strategy in which speech and sign are used separately and 

consecutively.  Spectators often consider that in performance consecutive translation is 

problematic, as information is presented to different sections of the audience at 

different times.  This may result in, for example, hearing audience laughing at the 

punch-line of a joke before it is translated for deaf spectators, leaving the latter 

wondering why the people sitting around them are laughing (Richardson, 2018b).  

 



   

 

Page 261 

To summarise, it is difficult to correlate the performance of Freirean equality with the 

use of communication strategies that successfully achieve equality of participation for 

the audience.  Effective communication strategies are employed when a third space is 

performed, but are also used to mediate The railway station and The deaf school, both 

post-colonial pieces, created and performed by deaf people, and portraying symbolic 

violence against deaf people.  This supports the view of Green (2104) that deaf people 

already have a moral orientation to communicate effectively, or of Canagarajah (2013) 

that they have a cooperative disposition as a facet of their habitus.  It also reinforces 

the position that hearing people, at least in the context of this project in the UK, with 

its ideology of monolingual dominance, do not have such a predisposition, and fail to 

develop communication strategies that offer equality of participation unless they have 

first taken the steps of over-riding their habitus, putting aside their doxa-driven 

behaviours, and creating a Freirean third space in which new practices can develop. 

 

8.2.2 Performatives in the theatrical product 

The previous section suggests that the success of the actors in achieving a 

transformative third space is as variable in the manner in which they perform the 

scenes as it is in the creative process.  Now I turn to the notion of performatives, and 

discuss those elements of the performances (both subject matter and execution) that 

might have influenced actors to perform new, untried audio-linguistic identities; and 

furthermore consider whether those identities contribute to or inhibit the achievement 

of a Freirean third space. 

 

I have previously asserted that the development of a Freirean third space in this project 

is dependent on the recognition and acceptance of identity.  Here I suggest that this 

process also demands actors to move towards the Other in the performance of their 

own identity, a process of ‘identifying-with’.  In Butler’s terms, each actor draws from 

the performatives of the Other in constructing the performance of the Self, and this can 

include theatrical performance where the Self is the actor’s phenomenal body and the 

Other is the semiotic body of the character.  This does not remove differences between 

identities, even in scenes such as The supermarket or The aeroplane, which 

corporeally are at the neutral end of the continuum of performed audio-linguistic 

identity (see Section 5.3.3).  Instead it allows oppressed bodies to create what Brecht 

would call a new ‘gestus’ (Unwin, 2014) and to rewrite the narratives of their own 

identity (Nicholson, 2014) in future performances (see Section 3.4.1). 
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One performative is recurrent throughout the project: the powerful body using spoken 

language.  I’m pregnant, one of the first two scenes to be shared by the actors, 

foregrounds the use of speech as a medium that excludes deaf people.  This is an act of 

symbolic violence that was not replicated for hearing participants, who feel included 

in even the least accessible of the deaf-led pieces.  Phonocentrism is also central to the 

plots of The railway station and The deaf school, created and shared on day one, and 

on days two and three, respectively.  Undeniably, these scenes are a reflection of the 

societal frame of the project in that they embody hearing power, and their creation 

undermines my attempts to establish an organisational frame where the impact of 

language ideologies is minimised.  They become performatives that might inhibit the 

creation of a third space, and indeed the data suggest that it is the use of spoken 

English as the language of power that compromises that process or Group 4A as they 

work on The aeroplane.	

 

More positive performatives develop when actors create bilingual semiotic bodies.  As 

Ladouceur (2013a) suggests, putting a bilingual character on stage contributes to 

creating what Butler would call a performative bilingual identity, constituted by the 

acts that express it in the moment of performance.  Butler herself claims that stage 

performance cannot be performative because it is not real, but Ladouceur (ibid.) 

suggests that this is not true for bilingualism (and by implication for other language 

performances) as language use is always real.  English and BSL are both real 

languages whether they are performed in real life by real people or performed on stage 

by ‘fake’ characters.  Here I give examples of language performatives created in the 

performance of Dear diary on day two.  Dan (h), a student interpreter unwilling to use 

his bilingual skills to facilitate group work early in the week, adopts a bilingual role in 

this scene, and subsequently volunteers to voice-over my signed instructions during 

the rehearsal on day five.  At the same time, Michaela (h) and especially Jasmine (h) 

start to work visually with Moira (d), creating performatives that they then reproduce 

in Group 4B when working on The supermarket and The lift. 

 

Sean (d) is an interesting example of creating and performing new performatives.  His 

default for participation in performance outside this project is deaf-only groups that 

work exclusively in BSL.  On day one, he performs this paradigm in both phenomenal 

and semiotic bodies, working entirely in BSL on The railway station.  Indeed his 

ability to speak does not become apparent to me or the other participants until he is 
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ready to go home.  On day two, his character in Dear diary also uses only BSL, but 

now part of his role includes interpreting the speech of character Elaine.  Later that 

day he plays the hearing-speaking teacher in The deaf school.  As already described in 

Section 7.1.1, he leads the games on day three, using English but self-interpreting for 

the benefit of deaf colleagues.  On the afternoon of day three and throughout day four, 

as a member of Group 4B, he performs a bilingual phenomenal body, providing intra-

group interpreting for his fellow actors.  Furthermore, this phenomenal body 

influences the development of his semiotic body in The lift, in which he provides one 

of the few moments of translation (at the significant plot moment when Jasmine (h) 

reveals that she is not a doctor).	

 

8.3   Transformation or transportation? 

 

Thus far, in this chapter, I have introduced the notion of creating a Freirean third space 

as a route to creating equality of participation within the creative process.  I have 

discussed the factors that support and inhibit its creation, recognising, in agreement 

with Fleishman (2016), that such an act of transformativity is possible but not 

guaranteed.  Furthermore, I have framed it not as a space where practices are governed 

by Bourdieusian field conditions, but as a Freirean space where dominant and 

oppressed groups seek equality.  Accordingly, I have also considered how participants 

in this project adapt their behaviour to support the creation of a third space:  not 

through attempting to over-ride their habitus, their instinctive predispositions that 

create boundaries between Us and Them; but by engaging their brains’ ‘manual mode’ 

(Greene, 2014) by creating and choosing to perform new performatives with the aim 

of removing those boundaries.  Now I turn to consider one of the central debates in 

Applied Theatre practice:  can the establishment of a Freirean third space in this 

project be considered as transformation, or is it merely what Schechner (1985: 150) 

would describe as a time-limited transportation with no significant long-term effect? 

 

Certainly, this project has features that suggest that it might be transformative for 

acting participants.  It is concerned with issues of identity recognition and equal 

participation in creative democratic processes by different identities (Neelands, 2007).  

Those identities are not negated by the process, and agonistic struggle rather than 

political consensus underpins much of the work (Nicholson, 2014).  This is 

particularly apparent in the development of The lift, when Group 4B do achieve a third 
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space.  My first question here is whether the transformative experience of devising 

within the specific context of AT methodologies is transferable to other parts of this 

project. 

 

A pertinent example of the successful transference of the project’s transformation is 

the rehearsal on the morning of day five, which I lead.  My goal is to polish the 

material to a performance standard rather than to ensure its accessibility to audiences.  

Without interpreters (who are not present for budgetary reasons), it becomes the 

responsibility of the entire ensemble to facilitate communication within the rehearsals.  

Dan (h) agrees to interpret into spoken English so I lead the session using BSL, and 

communication within the ensemble is effective. This is not however a fully 

collaborative process, and a hierarchy quickly develops, with me at the top.  I 

comment (in my field notes) that participants such as Moira (d) and Jasmine (h), who 

had been participants in Group 4B (The lift) are “stepping forward to drive [the 

rehearsal] on” with “quick, good communication”.  In contrast, two participants from 

Group 4A (The aeroplane) continue to obstruct the progress of the rehearsals with 

similar techniques to those described in Section 7.3.1: discussing only in spoken 

English, talking over each other and asserting the primacy of the written script rather 

than allowing other actors to develop embodied texts. 

 

8.2.2 Transformation in project social time 

The data above suggest that the experience of transformation in a specific devising 

context might be transferable to other contexts within the workshop, but that when 

there has been less experience of transformation, practices influenced by habitus or 

societal context continue to influence behaviour.  Outside the rehearsal room, 

however, in the social times of the project, the data seem to suggest that there is 

potential for transformation more broadly. 

 

Social time within the project consists of coffee breaks, lunches, dinner on day one 

(for those of us staying in the same bed and breakfast:  Elle (h), Jasmine (h), Ruth (d) 

and myself) and dinner on the evening of day four for all acting participants and 

interpreters.  During these times, the interpreters are officially not working, but they 

do confirm that they are happy to “social interpret” if necessary (interpreter field 

notes, days one and five).  Interaction between participants in social time is, then, 

predominantly dependent on their own skills to broker communication. 
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On day one, the older deaf participants keep themselves separate during the social 

time, although it is not clear whether the causal factor is age, deaf identity or 

something else.  Elle (h), Holly (d), Jasmine (h), Mehwish (d) and Michaela (h) form a 

group together. Holly (d), with a cochlear implant and a relatively clear voice, is 

accustomed to mixing in hearing circles and is quick to break down barriers.  She 

interprets for Mehwish (d), rather than asking an interpreter to mediate 

communication.  I comment in my field notes that overall the group quickly recognises 

that bilingual (spoken/signed) language competence is more readily afforded to 

hearing participants than to profoundly deaf people such as Mehwish (d), and signed 

communication is favoured.  Michaela (h) has previously learnt a small amount of 

BSL, and Holly (d) and Mehwish (d) take the opportunity to teach her some more.  

Furthermore, on day two, Sean (d) starts to use his voice and this marks him as one 

more person who can mediate between signing and speaking participants.  By 

Wednesday lunchtime there is already no discernible separation between deaf and 

hearing participants during social moments. 

 

It would seem that the bilingual and translanguaging performatives created through 

participation in devising and performance are being performed outside the rehearsal 

room to support the development of a Freirean third space.  Given that all 

performances create new performatives (Butler, 1988), this raises the question of why 

performatives created in social times do not support the performance of new identities 

within the rehearsal room that would lead to the development of a third space equally 

by all groups.  The data do not support an answer to this question.  I can only assume 

that the pre-existing performatives (or habitus) of Group 4B participants also make a 

contribution, and that the pre-dispositions of, for example, Group 4A are not sufficient 

to allow the development of a Freirean third space unless they are supported by Group 

4B participants, as they are in the social times. 

 

The project offers one example of potential transformation when participants go into 

the real world:  the project dinner.  In a local Italian restaurant, we are offered two 

long tables and the ensemble fills the seats without planning.  All but one of the acting 

participants sit around the first table, and Ruth (d) mentions to me that it is good to see 

the deaf and hearing people all mixed up at the dinner table.  Sean (d) adds, “We’ve 

all completely gelled together” (my field notes, evening, day four).  When it is time, 

they support each other to order from the hearing waiter, and only occasionally do I 
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join them to interpret: it is mostly not required.  For the rest of the evening I sit at the 

other table with Dan (h), the only hearing actor who can use BSL, and the interpreters.  

None of these people are called upon to interpret for the rest of the group throughout 

the whole evening.  Around the other table, the participants have together created a 

Freirean third space that they maintain as they come into contact with the real world.  

The question is, however, will it last?	

 

8.3.2 Transformation following the project 

Beyond the end of the project, it is difficult to know whether transformation is 

achieved, or if the development of a Freirean third space in the pursuit of equality of 

participation is more what Schechner (1985) would call transportation, time-limited 

within the project.  Furthermore, if the practices developed in the project are only 

transportative, do they represent for participants the first of a lifetime of Balfour’s 

(2009) 'little changes' or Dolan’s (2005) ‘utopian performatives’; or are they merely 

ephemeral?  As Greenwood (2005) asks in the New Zealand context, if we can all be 

more ‘Maori’ in a performance environment, are we willing to do that in the real 

world?  In this context, will participants apply translanguaging and Deaf Gain (as 

described in Section 8.1.6) in their interactions in wider society? 

 

Again, the data cannot answer this question.  Etherton and Prentki (2006) point out 

that anything beyond short-term evaluation is difficult and problematic, and my own 

experience in youth theatre (Richardson, 2015) is that evidence of longer-term 

individual transformation is acquired only in an ad hoc and anecdotal manner.  The 

collection of evidence of societal change is even more problematic, if indeed societal 

change can be triggered by an AT project (this is discussed in Section 3.5.2). 

 

At the time of writing, I can offer some anecdotal evidence of participants who are 

continuing to explore the questions interrogated in this project.  Sean (d) has taken 

part, with me, in a workshop for the Intercultural Research Centre at Heriot-Watt 

University, disseminating the findings of this project to a mixed deaf and hearing 

audience.  Michaela (h) has graduated from her performance course and has asked me 

to work with her to establish more BSL/English performance workshops.  Her 

intention is to use Dear diary and The lift, and her own experience gained from this 

project, to create new bilingual material and eventually establish a new performing 

company. Moira (d) is currently performing in a bilingual BSL/English production, 
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The Arrival, with Scottish theatre company Solar Bear, directed by Jon (h), one of the 

hearing audience participants of this project.  Together they are implementing many of 

the techniques developed in this project within their production.  Within each of these 

examples is the suggestion of elements of longer-term participant transformation, 

producing real-world impact for this research project.	

 

8.4   Inequality of participation for the audience 

 

Thus far in this chapter I have focused my discussion on the transformative potential 

for acting participants, and on the achievement of equality of participation in the 

creative process of the proto-performance.  I have also considered how the 

performances themselves contribute to a transformative experience for the actors.  

This is not, however, the focus of the notion of transformativity as understood by other 

writers in Performance Studies, such as Schechner (1985), Dolan (2005) and Fischer-

Lichte (2014).  Following their lead, I end this chapter by considering further the lack 

of equality of participation for the audience in this project. 

 

Agiman suggests that the “common sensitivity” (2004: 336) achieved by a truly cross-

cultural performance is not necessarily understood by the audience, and the data 

analysed in Chapter 6 suggest that this is the case in this project.  Despite the aim of 

the actors to perform a third space in each of the scenes, and despite the simultaneous 

achievement of either a sociological third space or of deaf and hearing field equality in 

many of those scenes, the data repeatedly reveal different degrees of engagement by 

deaf and hearing spectators and thus suggest that there is not equality of participation.  

For van Maanen (2004), this would not be unexpected.  Given the impact of the 

societal frame on the theatrical event, he claims that equality of participation is 

unlikely be achieved if the social and political context is one of inequality and 

problematic communication. 

 

As I discuss in Section 6.3.1, the main focus of deaf people is access.  Can I 

understand it? Will I be able to sit back, relax and just watch the show?  Will the 

production values embrace a simplicity that makes the scene easier to follow?  A 

secondary concern is identification with the performance.  Is the deaf experience being 

performed?  Is a post-colonial approach taken that creates a mundus invertus in which 

hearing people are presented as dominated by deaf characters?  Conversely, are 
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hearing characters covertly using speech, inaccessible to deaf spectators, to inflict 

symbolic violence on deaf characters?  Bringing a different societal context to the 

performance, hearing spectators already have an expectation of full access; indeed if 

linguistic access is denied they assume that this is a deliberate element within the 

semiotic code of the performance.  Their attention is focused primarily on the quality 

of the performance, which can often be enhanced by a degree of complexity in the 

production values. 

 

Each spectator brings their own societal context into the project.  Before the 

performance, when refreshments are provided, the deaf and hearing audience groups 

noticeably use separate areas of the foyer to eat and chat to their peers.  Indeed the 

deaf spectators occupy a space in the foyer and arrange their chairs in such a way that 

is not only separate from but also inaccessible to the hearing group.  These different 

societal contexts are not acknowledged, accepted or challenged within the performed 

scenes.  Furthermore, the design of the project contributes to inequality of 

participation by maintaining the binary separation of deaf and hearing people in two 

of the three focus groups.  In the third groups, which are mixed, the leaders of the 

groups (drawn from the acting participants) direct each audience member to answer a 

specific question.  In both groups there is collective discussion amongst the deaf 

participants with only occasional interjections by hearing spectators.  The 

conversations (about the relative merits of visual performance and dialogue for 

supporting access) reflect the free-listing discussions of the actors on day one, in 

which the hearing participants demonstrate a lack of awareness of the issues (see 

Section 6.3.2). 

 

For the actors, the free-listing activity on day one is the start of a complex journey.  

Over four days participants create new performatives and, in some cases, but not all, 

build their confidence in performing them in the creation of a third space.  The mixed 

deaf-hearing spectators’ discussions, however, are the final activity of the week.  I 

suggest that it is unsurprising that there is inequality of audience participation, as there 

is insufficient time to put aside the expectations and prejudices relating to identity and 

language that trigger particular individual reactions to the performances. 

 

There are examples of good practice from which future projects might draw to 

encourage equality of participation for the audience in such a project.  Barker (1996) 
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suggests that reciprocal exchange can be encouraged by meetings between individuals 

and groups who have some shared understanding but also embody difference of 

identity.  Such activities are described by Streit (2004) in a project in Israel that 

promotes communication between Palestinians and Jews through joint spectatorship 

and post-performance panel discussions.  The aim is the development of a theatrical 

public sphere (Balme, 2014), in the case of this thesis a combined deaf-hearing public 

sphere rather than a separate deaf counter-public.  Balme describes a contemporary 

example that might provide a useful model for future research:  Peter Sellars' 2002-7 

project The Children of Heracles.  This production begins with a panel discussion, 

proceeds with the performance of a play, and ends with a post-show discussion.  The 

promotion of rational and affective responses in this multi-faceted presentation allows 

a theatrical public sphere to be created that includes all the spectators. 

 

Throughout this section I assume that providing equality of participation should be the 

aim of a project such as this.  It is accepted in the literature, however, that each 

individual spectator will have their own response to a performance, and hence equality 

of participation can never be guaranteed.  To return to Jon’s (h) question (from Section 

6.1.9), might it be better to aim for audience participation that is complementary, that 

leaves deaf and hearing spectators equally moved and equally inspired, but not 

necessarily at the same time and in response to the same elements of the performance?  

This project does not offer a concrete route to that outcome, but certainly The lift is 

popular with the majority of both deaf and hearing participants, even though it does 

not aim to offer equality of experience to those two groups. 

 

To conclude, in this chapter, I have used the notion of a Freirean third space to 

describe a transformative route to equality of participation for the acting participants.  

I suggest that such transformation is dependent on a number of factors, namely over-

riding ideological positions, creating new performatives of identity and developing 

new communication strategies.  Furthermore its achievement takes time and is not 

always achieved. I also propose that the spectators’ lack of equality of participation is, 

at least in part, the result of inadequate time to create new performatives. 

 

In the next, concluding chapter, I summarise my findings to answer the research 

question of this project.  I also reflect on my methodology and methods before listing 

the contributions of this thesis and making suggestions for future research. 
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Chapter 9:  Conclusion 
 

Choreographer Royston Maldoon, discussing participation in community arts 

activities, claims, “You can change your life in a dance class” (quoted in Fischer-

Lichte, 2014: 169).  His is an optimistic and utopian position, not shared by all; indeed 

the transformative potential of AT projects is much debated and disputed.  That 

notwithstanding, I share Maldoon’s optimism in using the conclusion of this thesis to 

summarise the elements of this project that contribute to its transformativity.  In so 

doing I aim to provide an answer to my over-arching research question:  how can 

different methods of theatre-making encourage equality of participation in 

performance processes for deaf and hearing people?  Subsequently, I reflect on this 

thesis, considering in turn its methods, the contributions it makes, and suggestions for 

further research. 

 

9.1 Encouraging equality of participation 

 

In this section, I summarise my analyses and discussions to provide a succinct answer 

to the question of transformativity within this project.  In so doing I aim to use 

answers to the research sub-questions (see Section 1.1) to explore my over-arching 

research question. 

 

Starting with the creative process of the proto-performance, transformation leading to 

equal participation for the actors is difficult and often not achieved.  Actors bring their 

own societal contexts to the project, and even in a rehearsal room in which equality of 

access is a stated aim, not all participants are able to over-ride their own habitus and 

the doxa of the field with which they identify.  In these cases, ideology, particularly 

language ideology, contributes to the creation of working spaces where practice 

continues to be determined by the conditions of a Bourdieusian field.  The construction 

and maintenance of hierarchies is unavoidable. 

 

In some cases, however (most notably that of Group 4B working on The supermarket 

and The lift), equal participation is achieved.  The essential feature of the 

transformation is the creation of a third space, a Freirean space in which all 

participants aim to remove social hierarchies.  Here, Bourdieusian field conditions no 

longer apply.  Within this space, there is an interweaving of cultural practices, 
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difference is recognised and embraced, and translanguaging supports the achievement 

of equality.  In common with all Freirean endeavours, practice favours that of the 

minority or oppressed group; as Young, Ackerman and Kyle (2000) comment in their 

research on professional signing environments, it is hearing participants who undergo 

the greater transformation, and this in turn promotes an increase in the self-confidence 

of deaf participants.  In this project, favouring minority practices brings additional 

benefits, as Deaf Gain is a significant contributor to the devising process of a mixed 

deaf and hearing ensemble. 

 

Turning to the theatrical product, the actors produce scenes that aim to provide 

equality of access to a mixed deaf and hearing audience.  A range of bilingual 

techniques are used which not only reflect those already reported in the literature, but 

also add to them by taking advantage of the potential for simultaneity afforded by the 

use of different language modalities.  Corporeally, audio-linguistic identity is 

performed in different ways along a continuum, from neutrality, through fluidity to 

fixity.  Where a neutral position is taken, the scenes are difficult to define cross-

culturally, and a sociological third space is created that is not governed by the 

conditions of the deaf or hearing fields.  Where a fluidity of audio-linguistic identity is 

performed, most notably in Dear diary, the scene is also difficult to place cross-

culturally, and the performance presents deaf – hearing field equality.  However, when 

fixed audio-linguistic identities are performed, inequality is presented and the scenes 

can easily be identified as post-colonial in nature, most clearly exemplified by The 

railway station and The deaf school. 

 

Whatever the corporeal, cross-cultural and bilingual features of the scenes, each is 

created with the intention of offering accessibility to both deaf and hearing spectators.  

In some cases this might be through the performance of a third space.  Indeed this is 

achieved in performance even when it is not achieved within the creative process, for 

example with Group 4A and The aeroplane.  In other cases different communication 

strategies are performed, including equality of language use through consecutive 

translation, simultaneous translation, and non-translation of simultaneous, 

complementary dialogue (as in The lift). 

 

Despite the intention of providing equality of access, deaf and hearing spectators also 

bring their own societal contexts to the performance.  Unlike the actors, however, the 
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spectators do not have several days over which to adapt their behaviour and create new 

performatives that promote equality of participation, and their responses to the 

performances clearly reflect their own expectations and prejudices.  Notably, and in a 

summary of the more nuanced analysis presented in Chapter 6, deaf people seem to 

expect a lack of access and the performance of symbolic violence against them, and 

typically are drawn to post-colonial pieces that reflect either their own experience of 

oppression or a mundus invertus in which hearing people suffer symbolic violence. 

Furthermore, they tend to be drawn to visual pieces that are simple and easy to follow.  

In contrast, hearing spectators bring an expectation of access, and tend to look beyond 

understanding for performances of a high quality.  They typically enjoy the challenge 

of complexity, including the deliberate denial of language access for semiotic 

purposes. 

 

In summary, it seems that through the development of Other-awareness and the 

sensitive inter-weaving of cultural practices, equality of participation in performance 

processes can be created.  However, this is a process that takes time, and in this project 

it was only achieved by the actors, and even then only some of the actors some of the 

time.  For the spectators there was insufficient time to develop the required sensitivity 

to and awareness of the Other, and furthermore the actors made no consideration, 

when they were creating the scenes, of the spectators’ different societal frames. 	

 

9.2 Reflection on methodology and methods 

 

Having summarised my findings, I now turn to critique the methodology and methods 

by which I come to present them.  Using the choices I make for my methods (that I 

present in Section 4.2.2) as a structure, I consider in turn project leadership, language 

use within the project, the identities of participants, the use of visual methods, and my 

own role within the project.  In each case I identify limitations that compromised the 

implementation of the project’s methodological ambitions. 

 

9.2.1 On project leadership 

The paradigms of both Participatory Action Research and Applied Theatre that this 

project seeks to emulate are both underpinned by participant leadership, the generation 

of ‘emic’ knowledge by those who are closest to the practices being interrogated.  This 

project is successful in maintaining leadership by participants during the data 
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generation phase of the project.  The techniques to be used are chosen by the actors (in 

the free-listing exercise on day one).  Subsequently they determine for themselves who 

will work on each technique, and within those groups create the scenes without my 

intervention.  Furthermore, when outside support is given, it comes from the other 

actors, be that in the daily discussion sessions about each scene, or Moira’s (d) 

intervention in the process of creating The aeroplane.  Additionally, questions for the 

audience focus group are generated by the actors, and representatives of the acting 

ensemble chair each group. 

 

The degree of genuine participation during the data generation week is, however, 

limited by the number of research questions made available to participants.  Actors 

were asked to explore techniques for making performances equally accessible to deaf 

and hearing audiences; spectators were asked to comment on the performances, using 

the modified Likert scales described in Section 4.2.2 as a trigger for discussion.  Other 

research sub-questions were not revealed to participants.  This was unavoidable: the 

final research sub-questions were formulated inductively from the data, to be used as 

analytical tools.  Furthermore, in retrospect I am not certain whether full knowledge of 

the scope of the research might have influenced acting participants to modify their 

behaviour.  Knowing that communication choices and power dynamics are going to be 

analysed, might participants have deliberately chosen strategies to fulfil their 

understanding of the ‘correct’ way of proceeding within the project?  I agree with 

McKenzie (2009) that covert practice is often a feature of ostensibly overt participant 

observation roles, and that this is not unethical if it is appropriate to the specific milieu 

and requirements of the research.  It does, however, diminish the participatory nature 

of the work. 

 

The participatory methodology is also compromised because during the data 

generation week, the focus of the participation becomes the generation of emic 

knowledge concerning deaf and hearing perspectives.  This project, however, sits 

between Deaf Studies and Performance Studies.  The intention was to accept 

participants on the basis both of their self-identity as either deaf or hearing, and of 

their interest and skill in theatre making.  In practice, however, the absence of a budget 

to pay participants means that a full cohort of participants with strong acting skills is 

not achieved, and this may have limited some aspects of the project.  Certainly Group 

4B, which creates a third space while working on The lift, is constituted by four of the 
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most skilled actors in the room.  Equality of participation might be achieved more 

predictably if the range of acting skills is less diverse. 

 

I have thus far in this section focused on participation in the data generation phase of 

the project.  Before and after this phase, however, participation is not a feature of the 

project’s leadership.  In the early stage of the project, I create the research design, 

supported by my (hearing) supervisors and building on my own experiences of theatre 

and of working with deaf people.  Furthermore, following the generation of data I am 

the only person involved in the processes of translation and data analysis.  As already 

stated, ontologically the analysis of the scenes created within this project is 

constructivist, as I am generating knowledge from within myself.  Furthermore, 

although the actors’ creative process and the audience responses do represent socially 

constructionist knowledge, its analysis is again carried out by me alone.  Whilst the 

data generation week draws heavily on Participatory Action Research methodologies, 

the project as a whole unavoidably (within the institutional framework of doctoral 

research) includes significant elements that are not at all participatory.  Certainly, the 

final discussion cannot be seen as anything other than knowledge drawn only from my 

own interpretation of the data. 

 

9.2.2 On the use of language within the project 

For this project to be both deaf- and hearing-centred, I suggest in Section 4.2.2 that 

BSL should be as visible in the project as English.  On the surface, this is achieved.  

Consent forms are created in written English, but also presented to participants in BSL 

and spoken English.  The actors work and perform their scenes in both languages.  

Social interactions are typically bilingual.  Audience focus groups are conducted in the 

chosen first language of the participants.  A deeper analysis, however, suggests that 

maintaining equal visibility of BSL and English throughout the project is problematic. 

 

Firstly, while individual activities are led by participants, the project as a whole is 

designed and scaffolded only by me, a hearing practitioner-researcher.  At the start of 

the project, I try to use both languages equally, and respond to participants in the 

language they have chosen, rather than using an interpreter.  This proves complicated 

for the interpreters. 
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A few people are switching between speech and sign, and some are half talking 

and half signing, which is very difficult to interpret- I'm just trying to gauge 

who is confused and interpreting to them.  But it is always shifting, so I find 

myself signing to hearing people and vice versa. 

(Interpreter video diary, afternoon, day three) 

	

At the end of day one, the interpreters ask if I can simplify their role by trying, in 

whole ensemble or group settings, only to speak.  I agree, in the interests of 

maintaining their engagement with the project, but this contradicts my intention of 

making both languages equally visible, and I now unavoidably present spoken English 

as the language of power within the project.  To counteract this limitation, my original 

intention was to include within the project design an additional co-researcher, a deaf 

director, who during the week of data generation would jointly scaffold the project 

with me, that person using BSL, me using English.  Budgetary considerations made 

that proposition impossible. 

 

The role of the interpreters throughout this project is problematic.  Their position 

within the project is not clear (as already discussed in Section 7.1.3), and the situation 

just described is an example of the complexity of interpreting being resolved by the 

imposition of top-down structures that act to inhibit rapport building within the 

ensemble.  This is compounded by my decision to not provide ‘interpreter-awareness’ 

training at the start of the project.  As a result, interpreters often intervene in a 

situation of already failed communication and are obliged to impose hierarchical 

strategies in an attempt to rescue that communication.   

 

It is not clear to me whether the use of professional interpreters, with the formality of 

their role, is beneficial to the project, or acts as a limitation.  At certain points they are 

useful, for example when introducing consent forms, but at this point their role might 

be fulfilled equally well by two research co-leaders, one BSL-using deaf person 

working alongside me.  The use of professional interpreters might equally be made 

unnecessary by recruiting an ensemble of actors that includes more people with 

functional BSL/English bilingualism.  Within the project, three of the deaf actors can 

speak, but only one of the hearing people can communicate using BSL.  In retrospect, 

this is a limitation when it comes to creating a third space, and more actors with 



   

 

Page 276 

greater language repertoires might have facilitated more translanguaging in all parts of 

the project.	

 

Finally, institutional requirements demand the submission of a thesis in written 

English, and the later dissemination of knowledge through academic channels also 

tends to be mediated through written English articles.  This significantly reduces the 

visibility of BSL within the project, and furthermore means that data analysis and 

discussion can only be written up following not only transcription but also translation 

of source data that is generated in BSL. 

 

Pichler et al. (2010) recommend that such translation be carried out by a native sign 

language user.  Such a facility is not available within the resources of this thesis:  I do 

not have the budget for a translator, and certainly not for a translator who has observed 

the project and is aware of the context in which the translation is being made, as 

recommended by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009).  From my interpretivist 

epistemological position, then, I must acknowledge that my translations are part of the 

process of knowledge production, and that my own position might influence choices 

made within the translations (Temple and Young, 2004). In most cases, however, the 

potential bias is tempered by interpreting into English that is embedded in video-

recordings of BSL discussions in focus groups, or by written notes that accompany 

reflexive interviews.  Only the signed video diaries are fully dependent on my 

translation alone. 

 

There are, however, practical and ethical benefits to presenting the thesis in written 

English.  The use only of transcription of BSL with English glosses and additional 

notation to represent other syntactical features (Pichler et al., 2010) is difficult to read; 

and the presentation of verbatim quotes can often serve to make respondents appear 

“inarticulate” (Poland, 2003), which a degree of judicious editing can avoid.  

Furthermore, to compensate for my use of only written English in this thesis, I plan to 

use my raw video data when giving live presentations, to ensure that I present 

participants’ knowledge in the language in which it was generated.   Additionally, I 

intend to disseminate my work within the deaf community by giving presentations in 

BSL, initially at an EdSign lecture in January 2019.	
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9.2.3 On the identities of participants 

At the start of the project, participants are asked to self-identify as either deaf or 

hearing, based on the language in which they choose to participate (as actor or 

spectator) in performance.  This reflects the prevailing paradigm in theatre, in which 

hearing theatre venues and theatre companies create work using spoken language, 

which they subsequently attempt to make accessible to deaf spectators by translating it 

into signed language at Sign Language Interpreted Performances.  This project aims to 

find methods that might supersede this practice and promote equality of participation. 

 

The binary opposition created by this starting point is problematic.  Despite 

developing a Bourdieusian theoretical frame that embraces a diversity of audio-

linguistic identities in both deaf and hearing fields, the recruitment of participants 

does not anticipate this diversity.  The intention to create a balanced group of deaf and 

hearing actors that might create language equality is not achieved.  Instead the 

ensemble is imbalanced.  Only six people can sign, and of these, one prefers not to.  

By contrast, eight can speak, often choose to speak, and may follow my example in 

using spoken English as the language of leadership following the interpreters’ request 

on day one.  Throughout the whole project, only one person who adopts a leadership 

role does so using BSL. 

 

The deaf – hearing binary also impacts the audience participants.  Again there are 

hearing participants with some knowledge of BSL, and one of the deaf participants 

self-identifies as hard of hearing, uses hearing aids, and accesses performances both 

through the auditory channel and through BSL translation.  Audience responses to the 

scenes, do not however, follow a binary pattern, and might be better represented on a 

scatter graph with axes that signify responses to the accessibility and quality of each 

scene, as shown in Figure 9.1 (which is intended to be illustrative rather than 

representative of any quantitative data).  Deaf spectator responses (labelled D) tend to 

cluster around discussion of access with less concern for quality, and hearing 

responses (labelled H) focus on quality rather than access, but often one deaf spectator 

might respond in a way closer to the hearing group, and vice versa.   
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Figure 9.1:  Scatter graph showing approximate responses to access and quality 

 

The nuance of audience response emerges in the detail of the findings analysed in 

Chapter 6, but the research question limits discussion to more general considerations 

of deaf and hearing as groups.  This reflects current trends in audience research, which 

struggles to interrogate how different societal contexts might influence the responses 

of individual spectators. 

 

9.2.4 On the use of visual methods 

The AT methodology employed by the acting participants mirrors the examples of 

O'Brien and Kusters (2017) in using a visual methods as an elicitation tool to trigger 

the generation of data from audiences.  This is not, however, without its drawbacks 

within this project, in that it reinforces the differences between the societal and 

physiological contexts of the deaf and hearing participants. 

 

The data suggest that the use of a visual (non-dialogue) approach to theatre making is 

favoured by the actors from as early as day one. Different acting participants describe 

it in their reflective diaries as a universal language that they consider the route to 

equality of participation for the audience.  In reality, however, this creates an in-built 

bias towards deaf spectators.  They respond positively to the visual simplicity of The 

wedding and to visual elements in other scenes, for example Dear diary.   On the 

whole, they are less positive about the dialogue elements of scenes such as The 
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aeroplane and The supermarket.  In contrast, hearing spectators are less well disposed 

to purely visual performance, even disconcerted (in the case of Jon (h)) by 

performances that are completely without auditory information. 

 

The use of theatre as a visual medium thus seems to exaggerate the difference between 

the expectations of deaf and hearing spectators.  It is biased towards the prejudices of 

deaf spectators and suggests an answer to Jon’s (h) question about whether 

participation can be equal, or should more usefully be considered as complementary.  

Perhaps performances should be created first visually, without dialogue, with a bias to 

fulfilling deaf spectators’ needs.  The complexity expected by hearing spectators can 

be added later by incorporating a complementary auditory element.  This is certainly 

the approach taken by Jon (h) in his latest production as director of Scottish theatre 

company Solar Bear:  The arrival, which has two deaf and two hearing actors and uses 

mostly visual techniques, with only limited dialogue in both BSL and English.	

 

9.2.5 On my position within the project 

In the interest of generating emic knowledge I chose to position myself predominantly 

as an observer within the workshops.  I am guided by my desire to limit researcher 

bias.  Part of this bias might follow from my hearing identity; as already stated, I am a 

single hearing project leader without a deaf co-researcher, and I am undertaking the 

translation of data recorded in BSL without being a first language BSL-user.  Equally, 

bias might follow from my positioning myself as a deaf-ally, at risk of prioritising deaf 

experiences and knowledge.  Accordingly, the potential for me to influence the 

project’s outcomes is significant, and I choose to distance myself from the process of 

creating the scenes.	

 

This approach is cognisant of the emic-etic distinction as it relates to audio-linguistic 

identity, but it ignores the emic-etic distinction as it relates to theatre making.  In this 

context, as a practitioner of some years’ experience, I possess emic knowledge, but my 

decision to foreground my etic (audio-linguistic) status withholds that knowledge from 

participants.  Accordingly, I do not support groups when they are struggling to 

generate material.  I do not share my own experiences of working with BSL in 

performance, or my earlier research into the ineffectiveness of SLIPs (Richardson, 

2017b; 2018a; Richardson and Thompson, 2018), preferring participants to personally 

experience inaccessible performance (from the creation and performance of The 
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railway station and I’m pregnant) and build their knowledge from there.  Furthermore, 

I do not share my own understanding of deaf-awareness or interpreter-awareness.  

Instead, I consider the process of gaining Other-awareness as integral to the 

participant-led journey towards equality of participation, an essential component of the 

social constructionist epistemology of this project.   

 

Is this a valid approach?  I do not know, as I do not have other projects against which 

to make comparisons.  Considering myself emic as a theatre-maker might have 

shortened some of the time-consuming elements of the creative process, thereby 

reducing stress.  Additionally I might have encouraged all participants to shift their 

Other-awareness from the hearing field towards deaf-space (as described in Section 

8.1.6) at an earlier stage in the process.  In doing so, however, I might have masked 

some of the ideological practices that form the basis of useful data within this project, 

in that those practices inhibit the development of a Freirean third space. 

 

9.3 Contributions of this thesis 

 

In this section I summarise the contributions that this thesis makes methodologically 

and empirically, to theory, and to practice, not only in Applied Theatre settings but 

also more generally. 

 

9.3.1 Methodological and empirical contributions 

A significant methodological contribution of this thesis is the conducting of research 

with deaf and hearing people in which the researcher encourages their equality of 

participation (according to the criteria outlined in Section 1.1).  The majority of the 

work undertaken in the broad field of Deaf Studies is concerned with theorising only 

what I have called the deaf field, and the boundaries between it and hearing practices.  

Literature concerning interaction between deaf and hearing people is scarce, and 

predominantly concerned with the education of deaf children in ‘mainstream’ 

(hearing) schools, comparing levels of achievement and social integration between 

deaf pupils and their hearing peers (see for example Kersting, 1997; Nunes, Pretzlik 

and Olsson, 2001; Kluwin, Stinson and Colarossi, 2002).  The work of Young, 

Ackerman and Kyle (2000) on the development of signing environments in psychiatry 

and education settings is situated in hearing institutions.  My study goes further in 

creating an institutional frame that is neither hearing nor deaf, providing the potential, 
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for acting participants at least, to over-ride their societal contexts in the establishment 

of non-hierarchical deaf-hearing relationships. 

 

The study makes a further methodological contribution by drawing on Applied 

Theatre techniques, a specific example of Freirean Participatory Action Research 

methodologies, in the study of deaf and hearing actor’s interactions.  This builds on 

earlier uses of visual methods in Deaf Studies by O'Brien and Kusters (2017), indeed 

its visual nature and its specific application in this project seems to fit into “research 

frameworks and methodologies built around the ontologies of deaf people [that] offer 

suggestions for new ways forward for the discipline as a whole” (Kusters, De Meulder 

and O'Brien, 2017: 3).  Notwithstanding its use with both deaf and hearing people, the 

use of AT by the actors also represents a contribution to what Bechter (2008) would 

call Deaf Method, an approach which foregrounds the visibility of deaf people through 

the use of signed language storytelling. 

 

Given these methodological innovations, the project makes empirical contributions to 

both Performance Studies and Deaf Studies.  Relationships between deaf and hearing 

people are under-researched in the latter, and deaf people are under-represented in the 

fields of Applied Theatre and performance more broadly.  This project contributes 

knowledge to both fields.  Furthermore, it contributes knowledge concerning audience 

response to theatrical performance.  It also contributes to our understanding of 

bilingual theatre making, particularly where the two languages used do not share the 

same modality.  Additionally, whilst that knowledge is located in a small specific 

study, some of the findings can be generalised to the wider field of theatre practice, as 

I discuss below.   

 

9.3.2 Theoretical contributions 

This thesis makes a number of theoretical contributions.  My use of Bourdieu as a 

socio-analytical tool builds on O’Brien’s (2012) preliminary work, and Chapter 2 

provides a thorough description of deaf identity and culture through the lens of field 

theory, further complementing it with a similar discussion of hearing identity and 

culture.  The contribution is important in that within this conceptualisation, a diversity 

and fluidity of audio-linguistic identity is recognised and accepted, a paradigm that 

more accurately reflects the real world than earlier more rigid definitions.  Increasing 



   

 

Page 282 

numbers of deaf people can both sign and speak, supported by greater use of hearing 

aids and cochlear implants, and encouraged by education in hearing schools.  

Increasing numbers of hearing people are learning to sign.  Furthermore, in Scotland, 

since the passing of the BSL (Scotland) Act 2015 (National Archives, 2015), 

institutions are now encouraged to present information not only in written and spoken 

language, but also in BSL. 

 

Bourdieusian definitions of deaf and hearing do not only provide me with a 

framework within which to discuss interactions between deaf and hearing individuals.  

They also allow me to build on the earlier work of Shevtsova (2001) and Österlind 

(2008) in applying socio-analysis to Applied Theatre processes.  A significant 

theoretical contribution is the recognition that whilst field theory is useful in 

describing oppression and small transportations, the utopian goal of complete 

transformation for actors in an AT project is only achievable by the replacement of 

Bourdieusian fields with Freirean spaces of equality, the overthrow of what Rancière 

(2003) describes as the sociocratic obstruction of true democracy.  In Section 8.1, I 

suggest that this Freirean third space is an essential requirement for the achievement of 

transformation by the actors in this project.  

 

Turning to a consideration of the performance material created within this project, this 

thesis makes two theoretical contributions, presented in Section 5.3.  Firstly, the 

continuum of identity performance in cross-cultural performances (see Section 5.3.3) 

draws on the empirical findings of this project and complements discussions of 

identity in cross-cultural performance by, for example, Chaudhuri (1991) and 

Bharucha (2000).  Secondly, the range of bilingual techniques used within the scenes 

(see Section 5.3.4) allows me to contribute a classification of bilingual performance 

practices that goes beyond existing descriptions in the literature by including the 

simultaneity of onstage multi-modal techniques.  Previous consideration of written 

text is predominantly as surtitles or captions (Ladouceur, 2013b), and Carlson (2009) 

relegates signed communication in performance to the notion of a ‘side-text’.  My 

classification centres written and signed communication alongside spoken dialogue, a 

contribution that is particularly significant for encouraging a shift in the recognition of 

signed languages by dominant spoken language communities.	
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9.3.3 Practical contributions 

Situated within a mixed deaf-hearing performance project, this thesis makes a 

practical contribution with regard to the design of similar projects.  Indeed the findings 

generated by the actors are applicable beyond the AT methods that informed this 

project, and are relevant to all theatre making that includes deaf and hearing 

participants.  This contribution can be summed up, not as a proscriptive guide to 

practice, but as a series of simple questions that researchers and practitioners might 

answer within their project design process: 

1. Will the project leadership be drawn from both communities? 

2. Will the project leadership be fluent in the languages of both communities? 

3. Which language(s) will project leaders use, and when? 

4. How do I ensure that, irrespective of imbalances of linguistic capital, groups 

from different communities possess equivalent levels of social and cultural 

capital within their own fields? 

5. How will I provide appropriate Other-awareness training? 

6. How will I create an ethos of equality within the project? 

7. How will I foreground the practice of the minority or oppressed community, to 

support the development of equality? 

8. How will I create space for representatives of each community to contribute to 

the development of the project, drawing on their own embodied knowledge? 

9. How will I ensure that representatives of each community are involved in the 

later stages of the project, such as analysis and evaluation? 

10. How will I ensure that representatives of each community can contribute to the 

project in their chosen language? 

11. What resources will I provide to support translanguaging? 

12. Will I provide interpreters? 

13. If there are interpreters, how will I define their roles? 

14. If there are interpreters, to what degree will I allow traditional interpreting 

practice to influence project design? 

15. If there are interpreters, how will I provide appropriate interpreter-awareness 

training? 

 

Within this list of questions I deliberately omit the words deaf and hearing.  The 

practical contribution of this thesis is equally applicable to performance projects that 

bring together other communities, or that propose the development of work with 
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oppressed groups by practitioners drawn from the dominant group.  Furthermore, the 

questions have practical relevance to Participatory Action Research projects that are 

situated within methodological paradigms other than performance. 

 

Is it possible to generalise this practical contribution to the wider world?  Carlson 

(2018) suggests that theatrical performance acts as “a mirror through which a society 

can reflect upon itself” and is a perfect “laboratory for cultural negotiations” (251).  

Following his lead suggests that the questions I propose above are equally appropriate 

to ask in any situation in which the interaction of oppressed people with members of 

the dominant group is being promoted.  This is of particular relevance for deaf people 

in contemporary Scotland, since the passing of the BSL (Scotland) Act 2015 (National 

Archives, 2015).  The development of interaction in BSL is now encouraged, the 

Scottish Government (2017) has developed its own National BSL Plan, and for many 

hearing institutions, the creation of a BSL Plan is a statutory obligation.  I suggest that 

the practical contribution of this thesis can be generalised to real world situations, and 

used as a template for establishing improved deaf-hearing relationships in a manner 

that reduces oppression and moves towards full citizenship for deaf people. 

  

9.4 Suggestions for further research 

 

This thesis represents one cycle of inquiry into its subject.  The fourth stage of that 

cycle, reflection (Herr and Anderson, 2014), leads me to propose a number of further 

research initiatives that represent subsequent cycles of inquiry.  Firstly, future research 

could build on the practice of this project, making steps to establish a Freirean third 

space from the start of the project.  My proposals for the research design would be: 

• to ensure leadership by deaf and hearing co-directors; 

• to recruit an ensemble of actors with matched skill levels; 

• to ensure the ensemble is linguistically balanced; 

• to include more functionally bilingual actors in the ensemble; 

• to minimise the use of interpreters; 

• to provide Other-awareness training, with a specific focus on visual and haptic 

cueing. 

Such research would further interrogate the effectiveness of a Freirean third space 

within a theatrical creative process. 
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Techniques used within future research might build on those employed in this project.  

Michaela (h) is already interested in developing the parallel performance technique of 

The lift.  Jasmine (h) is particularly inspired by the visual techniques of Dear diary, 

and even within the week of the rehearsals makes preliminary plans for its narrative 

development, in terms of the different stories of the two father characters, as shown in 

Figure 9.2 (taken from her written diary, lunchtime, day two). 

 

 
Figure 9.2:  Potential development of Deaf diary 

 

Additionally, in future research, the techniques developed in this project might be 

applied to a pre-existing script. 

 

Complementary approaches that could be developed in future research might focus 

more on the audience.  Taking the establishment of a third space within the ensemble 

as a pre-requisite for future work, the actors might be tasked with creating 

performance material that aims to offer equal participation to deaf and hearing 

spectators based on the expectations and prejudices revealed by the audience responses 

in this project.  Furthermore, a more complex project might involve taking a cognitive 

approach to the audience, building on the theories of McConachie (2007) and working 

in a cross-disciplinary way, bringing together not only Deaf Studies and Performance 

Studies, but also neuroscience and cognitive psychology.  Such a project might focus 
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on differences in spectators’ empathic and cognitive responses to visual and dialogue-

based performance, and would make a significant contribution not only to developing 

my work, but also to Performance Studies generally. 

 

Away from the field of Performance, I propose three avenues of further research.  To 

develop a deeper understanding of deaf identity and culture as a Bourdieusian field, it 

might be useful to undertake a much larger sociological study on deaf and hearing 

communities, modelled on Bourdieu’s own empirical studies on, for example, the 

French education system (Bourdieu and Clough, 1998) or the use of language by 

different societal groups in France (Bourdieu, 1991).  Secondly, the wider 

contributions of this thesis could usefully be tested in research that explores the 

development of third spaces in real world settings, particularly in Scotland with the 

implementation of the requirements of the BSL (Scotland) Act 2015.  Thirdly, a useful 

avenue of further research in Interpreting Studies would be an exploration of the role 

of the interpreter in contexts that lack the formality of existing models of interpreting 

practice.  Such research might interrogate the criteria that determine when it is useful 

to use an interpreter, and when it might be more appropriate to encourage direct 

communication between interactants, as promoted, for example, by the General 

Assembly of the World Federation of the Deaf (Green, 2014). 

 

To conclude, deaf and hearing performance practice has historically not offered 

equality of participation for deaf and hearing people.  This project has explored 

methods that might achieve equality, and in the analysis suggests that the aim is 

utopian and its achievement is problematic.  It requires individuals to reposition 

themselves, to engage their brains’ manual modes with the aim of over-riding 

prejudices that prioritise Us, thereby making space within which they can move 

towards the Other.  Such a transformation takes time.  For spectators attending a single 

theatrical event the process is too short for societal contexts to be put aside, and 

equality of participation is not achieved.  For the actors, more time is available, but 

their transformation requires open-ness and a willingness to learn, and in the context 

of a theatre workshop that has the pressure of making new theatrical product, this is 

still not guaranteed.  However, as Fischer-Lichte notes in her own theorising on cross-

cultural performance, for some actors, at some times, 
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different ways are invented and tried out in interweaving cultures productively, 

and in exploring how to turn a crowd of individuals with very different cultural 

backgrounds into members of a - even if only temporary - community that 

does not demand that they hide or even give up the differences, and that does 

not include the one and excludes the other, but is able to render the differences 

productive for each and everybody participating.  

(Fischer-Lichte, 2016: 384) 

 

At these times, equality of participation is achieved, and models of working are 

created that are applicable not only in AT projects, but in theatre practice more 

generally, as well as in a range of real world situations. 
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