Focus on…. Ethics (Main section: Double page spread)

Ethics in Applied Theatre is a huge area of discussion and debate, and rightly so as our implicit aim with all Applied Theatre work is that intention to improve the lives of individuals and communities that take part.  For the purposes of this Focus On… section we wanted to consider how applied theatre ethics can be another tool with which to shape and question your own practice as students and emerging practitioners, but also as a lens with which to interrogate the work of others in the field.  Digging into the ethical implications and intentions of applied drama work allows us to become critical and reflective practitioners at every stage of a project, from conception to post project reflection; it enables us to excavate the more problematic areas of our work and some of the ethical dilemmas we face with a level of objectivity that can bring clarity and the detachment necessary in order to make appropriate ethical decisions throughout the work.

As students you may be asked to draw up ethical statements at the outset of project ideas and complete University Ethical approval for any research you undertake.  This process of formalising and clarifying our ethical position allows us to consider the ethical boundaries of our work, whilst encouraging us to think with more depth and reflect before action in order to construct the ethical container for our work.  It is important to note here, that ethics cannot remain on the page, but that they become the beating heart of the work that we are doing, they are how we navigate the map of the work, they provide a North Star for us when the dilemmatic mist comes down and complexities arise.


In 2007, Frances Rifkin of Utopia Arts developed a document, The Ethics of Participatory Theatre in Higher Education, which was in response to the growing field of ‘applied theatre’ practices and the lack of a structure for ethical practice.  She felt Higher Education was the right place to situate this study as it would impact and inform future applied theatre professionals and the companies that they would work with.  Rifkin worked with a number of practitioners, academics and students in a range of UK HE institutions to develop a framework which us suggests is it “is not static but attempts to suggest an approach to thinking about ethical practice in situations of complexity and unpredictability,” (Rifkin p.199). This notion of ethics being a way to approach complex, unpredictable and potentially problematic situations with an element of flexibility and responsiveness is a useful frame for us here rather than a rigid framework, as we are working with people, communities and contexts that are always going to be unpredictable and complex, so however we approach the ethics we need with a sense of fluidity and reflexivity. 

A number of practitioners and academics have provided useful ethical frames for us to consider in our practice and some of these are outlined in the boxes in this section.  Each of these provides a ‘way into’ ethical practice for emerging and established applied drama practitioners and are a great starting point for you.  However, getting to grips with your own ethical practice requires you to be doing just that – the practice.  When we start to create work with groups and explore ideas in the space is often when ethical questions emerge. This is where your own reflective practice is essential as it allows you to dig deeper into the less obvious ethical questions arising from your work.  This can be through careful reflection with your participants, your co-facilitators or with mentors and tutors as you discuss, talk and demonstrate your work.  Ethics are complex and their complexity is best untangled through practice and reflection.

A useful example:
An applied drama student is preparing for a project he has devised after working with two separate youth groups over the last 6 months.  This project is a cultural exchange between the two youth groups.  The premise is that each group will use drama to elicit key objects/items that represent their lives and experiences of being part of their youth community; these objects are gathered and exchanged with the other group to form a stimulus for creating a short performance.  The student practitioner works with each group over a period of 6 weeks, using similar processes in both groups to support the young people to create a performance using the other groups objects for the final event where both groups come together for the first time and share their work, whilst forming new connections and learning about each other.  The project aims to form connections whilst supporting diversity and tolerance through a fun and creative project.  

When delivering a sample workshop to his peers, it becomes apparent that there are numerous ethical considerations that the student practitioner needs to address for the project to work ethically and efficaciously: 
· How do we challenge the cultural assumptions that arise in improvisation with the objects?
· In what ways can we challenge stereotypes and possible ‘othering’?
· How far do I allow the young people to go in their imaginative journey with the other groups objects?
· How do I foster respect across the groups when they do not meet and form real relationships until the final event?
· How can I allow the use of humour in the space that is not demeaning or based on stereotyping?
· What if my own values are challenged by the participants interpretation of the meaning of the objects?
When the idea for this project was just on paper these questions were not apparent.  It was only in the practice of a sample workshop and the peer and tutor discussion that followed that these ethical questions emerged explicitly.  This allowed the student practitioner to consider how he might address these concerns well before they arose and put the necessary frameworks in place to support the participants, himself and the integrity and value of the project itself.



Start thinking about your own ethical practice
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