How can applied drama raise awareness and empower young women?


The purpose of this independent project is to qualitatively explore the representation of women in the twenty first century in the context of how applied drama can raise awareness. In order to create comprehended research, I will use a combination of methodologies. The first one, is the community-based participatory research, which values the importance of the community and targets social change. Community-based research is politically charged, since examines the influence of the social circumstances and inevitably defines the approach of the research. (O’Connor, P. & Anderson, M.2015) It is linked to the predictive research, because it predicts future events based on existing evidence, knowledge, and logical sequence. The third research method that I am using is the explanatory research, which focus on the examination of the cause-effect relationships and aims to develop well-established theories to make predictions, it puts in a sequence the presence data with the possible effects to the future formed on theories. Finally, action research it is linked to the use of applied drama, since it explores the potential of the chosen theme, on how it can be improved and how it can benefit the group who is being researched. (Denscombe, M. 2010) I find essential the investigation of the past since it explains reality and it can plant seeds for tomorrow’s change. 

 A practise-based portfolio can reflect best my intentions, since in the following months, I am aspiring to work with young women’s group to create awareness and challenge stereotypes. I will contact Carmarthen campus university students by sending them a flyer, in order to create a group and hold at least four-hour workshops in person. In case that this cannot happen because of covid or If I do not find five or six people to create a group I am very familiar with online facilitation where I can get more people and easily adopt.
 During the workshops I would like to investigate the gradual impact of applied drama to the group in this emerging phenomenon of inequality and specifically what is the process of emotions that can be experienced through a series of workshops to reach empowerment and awareness. Another topic for exploration is how questions can be risen, whilst keep having fun.

 To prepare myself for the practical part of the practice-based portfolio I have created an extensive research based on the research methodologies. Particularly, I will give various examples of women’s misrepresentation in the last century mainly, and what are the factors that are still producing female stereotypes.
 Firstly, I would like to specify that I am using the feminist approach, since I am aware and concerned with the position of women in society and my research stance in a way that promotes an intended interest for women. My approach is inspired by the writer, broadcaster and award-winning feminist campaigner Caroline Criado Perez and her book ‘Invisible women: exposing data bias in a world designed for men’.
Furthermore, it should be noted that by referring to women I am speaking from the viewpoint of gender and not sex. Sex is used based on the biological characteristics of an individual to be described as male or female. On the other hand, the word gender comes from the Latin word ‘genus’ which means kind, sort or class and there is no relation to sex category. Society gives a specific meaning to gender based on the biological facts, creating assumptions and stereotypes. (Newton, D. E. 2019) The workshops would be tailored for anyone who identifies as a woman and that means considering non-biologically female, or non cis gendered individuals, since the point of view of my research is on the interpretation of the female gender. The issues that arise for non-biologically female, or non cis gendered individuals differ, although there is some common ground, and the workshops are inclusive. Nevertheless, the research that I have made emphasizes on cis women’s treatment and I believe that a different workshop could be made for non-biologically female, or non cis gendered people so it will have the full focus on them, and this does not reduce the inclusivity that I am aiming, it is due to the respect of their experiences and difficulties.

 Characteristically, women’s treatment in society is constructed on the perception of her to be female and as a result gender is causing damage in women’s lives. These damages can take several forms, one of them is inequality, which is the result of a system of expectations, which was established many centuries ago, designed by social traditions. The decisions that they are taken through these lenses they are called ‘gender norms’ or ‘social norms’, these norms, leaded to the well-known inequality. Gender inequality is the tendency to offer different opportunities to people according to the gender perception. (Dess, N. K. et al.2018)
Even human bonds which are thought to be easily identified by sex as male or female based on the DNA, gender assumptions impact even science. For over a hundred of years, a Viking skeleton from tenth century was presumed to be male, because it was buried alongside a set of weapons and horses. The ‘Birka warrior’ skeleton was identified as a warrior and according to society’s stereotypes warrior means male; archaeologists however ignored not only the female pelvis of the skeleton, but also the numerous references to Viking female fighters. In 2017, a DNA testing showed that the ‘Birka warrior’ was a woman. After this evidence, Guardian writes ‘Battle-scarred skeletons of multiple women have been found across the Eurasian steppes from Bulgaria to Mongolia.’ This is not an individual case though, women are victims of the culture of social norms, which wants them to be in the background, establishing in this way inequality between the genders. (Criado-Perez,2019, p.12-13)
 Women face underestimation to the STEM field since they possess just the 13% of the overall UK workforce and this is not a surprise (www.stemgraduates.co.uk/women-in-stem). Primarily, Thomas Hunt Morgan is the person who is commonly referred to the textbooks as the one who discovered that sex is determined by the chromosomes and not the environment, whilst there is a correspondence between him and Nettie’s Stevens experiments, her name is nowhere mentioned. Furthermore, Cecilia Payne-Gaposchkin even though she discovered that the sun is composed with hydrogen her male supervisor usually is credited instead of her. The most famous example though is the discover of the DNA who James Watson and Francis Crick are acclaimed to have discovered it, even though Rosalind Franklin’s experiments and measurements led Watson and Crick to come up with the discovery and her contribution is not recognised as well, as the previous examples. (Criado-Perez, C. 2019, p.15-17)
 In addition, women are excluded from the cultural history. In 2013, there was a battle about the definition of ‘history’, the then British Secretary of State for Education, Michael Gove claimed that children needed ‘facts’ and ‘foundation of knowledge’ by that he meant an almost extensively absence of women in history. The reason for that, is that only two Tudor queens appeared in Key Stage 2 (ages seven to eleven) speaking of all women in history and in Key Stage 3 (ages eleven to fourteen) only four the rest of the curriculum was about men. 
When children are taught about the past exclusively for male’s breakthroughs then that answers a big part of the elimination of women at the positions of power.

 A society that as noted by scholars it derives hostility toward women’s oppression within larger societal structures of power, which place men in a dominant position and treat women as inferior. Feminist theories suggest that the hostility women face, comes from the maintenance of a patriarchal culture and its accompanying attitudes of sexism, misogyny, and objectification of women (e.g., Jeffreys 2005) (Felmlee, D., Inara Rodis, P. & Zhang, A, 2020) To change this maintenance must find from where is deriving and for this reason I will examine the influences of patriarchy that young women face today. 
Young women live in a culture of gender norms, who stereotypes feminity and it mainly rotates around beauty, niceness, morality and sexual inexperience. These ideas of ideal feminine beauty remain powerful in many societies and especially to the ones that social media networks thrive (Baker-Sperry and Grauerholz 2003; Mazur 1986; Wolf 2002). There is a specific presentation of “gendered self” for women to be positive and socially engaged in the online presence and it is an expectation of feminine and sexual appearance (Bailey et al. 2013).  
Digital technology and social media are regarded not only as an extension of self, but also as a primary means of communication and social engagement for young people. (Goodyear, & Armour, K. M. 2019). It is a whole world with its own possibilities and expectations, where young people are invited to respond to them, and the invitation can feel like a necessity sometimes, to be active and accepted in that world. Mostly, for girls who have specific norms to follow in contrast with boys. Being active on social media it is not an option it is a necessity to fit in, since social media possesses a great position of power to young’s people lives and according to numerous international and socio- economic contexts young people have the highest rates of social media use of any age group, and a remarkable amount of their time is spent ‘on’ social media (Royal Society of Public Health [RPSH] 2017; Third et al. 2017). 
 The attempt of digital world to attack women is so tremendous that women tend to rely their self-worth on the feedback from social media and that has an impact to put at risk for poor psychological well-being (Sabik et al. 2019). Hannah who is 24, spends six to ten hours a day on social media, since they are the first and the last thing to check on her day, she got comments for her body that made her feel negative about it. 15-year-old Scarlett mentions that she feels insecure, because she has just finished going through puberty and high beauty standards are displayed to her, making her feel that she must follow them. (BBC,2021) Wall Street Journal reports that in 2020, research found that 32% of teenage girls, when they felt bad about their bodies Instagram intensify the feelings of dissatisfaction. Furthermore, a 2019 presentation slide showed that Instagram worse body-image issue for one in three teenage girls. MP Damian Collins, who is chairing the UK parliamentary committee said, "The Wall Street Journal Facebook files investigation has exposed how the company, time and again, puts profit before harm," also adds "Its own research is telling it that a large number of teen Instagram users say the service makes them feel worse about themselves - but the company just wants to make sure they keep coming back." Sir Nick Clegg, vice-president of global affairs at Instagram's parent company Meta, has defended the platform, claiming that the "overwhelming majority" of teenage girls enjoy using it.(Wakefield, BBC,2021)
The seeds that grow the misinterpretation of young women situate in their hands and asking a young person not to be part of social media is inevitable. However, my role as a practitioner working in the community is to create awareness. To awake young women from the lethargic role model that society and culture promotes to them in every way.

  As a young woman and applied drama practitioner I feel the inner need to challenge these assumptions that the modern digital and non-digital world is promoting. There is a need for provoking and encouraging young women to start questioning what is being exposed to them as ‘normal.’ There is a need to re-evaluate the familiarity of social media and their impact on stereotypes. In other words, there is a need to raise awareness, that I am aiming to build by using participatory theatre techniques.
Radical participatory theatre practices have historically been founded on a cluster of ethical and political principles. These principles have been mainly reflected on my chosen methods of the practitioners Dorothy Heathcote and Augusto Boal, who promoted the Theatre in Education and political theatre movements. The underpinning notions were strongly influenced by contexts of political and social struggle and exploration. Boal points the aesthetic of ‘the oppressed as artist’ and the nature of theatre as creatively and socially transformative. 
As a young woman I have experienced, and I am experiencing forms of inequality fact that creates ‘the oppressed artist’ in me. The personal experience has been a crucial factor of the project, although the project it is not about me expressing my thoughts and feelings, but the idea that in similar situations are other young women too and the workshops are the place to reflect, think, express, question and share. 
According to the ethics of Mantle of the Expert the focus is on moral values and consequently politics, which are implicit to the public agenda. It is also noted that for many practitioners, the politics are deliberately implicit and subversive. I believe my case in one of them, in which politics are the motivation for practice. The practice of Mantle of the Expert and Theatre of the Oppressed emphasizes on good, social-changing theatre and its value in participant’s lives and that is what I am aiming for. (Rifkin,2010, p.14-15) 

 Applied drama offers a variety of techniques and methodologies, that allows people to express their feelings and thoughts in a safe place as well as reflect upon them. Besides, Freud argues that the role of art is to redirect humans back to the sources of pleasure, to regain the joy of early childhood. This is the role of my practice at this project, to show a different direction to young women and challenge the assumptions that have been planted to them and they might hold them back, with the aim to provoke change.
In order to achieve the above aims, I will use a combination of methodologies and techniques having as a base the Mantle of the Expert and Theatre of the Oppressed. 
Mantle of the Expert provide a dimensional world of fiction and reality, where symbols and parallels are created, while literal and abstract situations take place, and it includes real thinking and real feeling. (Van der Water, M., McAvoy, M. and Hunt, K.2015) With the same ease that young people have social media alongside their real life, they would be flexible to step into the fictional safe environment of drama and explore various circumstances. Mantle of the expert involves a reflective action that allows ‘inner thinking.’ Specifically, with the use of ‘soliloquy’ reviews drama from within the dramatic context and it functions like a mirror to participants and themselves, confessing their inner thoughts and feelings, giving in this way a better understanding to individuals about themselves and their influences. (Neelands,J. and Goode,T. 2000).
Mantle of the expert use theatre mainly as a means to explore the problem and theatre of the oppressed as the vehicle of finding solutions. I find remarkably interesting the techniques of image, newspaper, and forum theatre of the Theatre of the Oppressed. Image theatre explores the dynamics of images, which they incorporate participants lives, feelings, experiences, and oppressions. It takes a step further the belief that ‘a picture paints a thousand words’ because it investigates the feelings of it. The attention is to the meaning of the picture instead of the picture itself, challenging in this way the unfiltered scrolling that young people used to do and invite them to a conversation between the content they are being showed, the intentions behind it and how it affects them.
In addition, newspaper theatre it is created by taking a story from a newspaper and re-contextualise or re-frame it. This technique attempts to demystify the media and educate people to question the notion of objectivity and create awareness about the fake news. (Boland, G. and Cameron, D., 2005) Image and newspaper theatre techniques cultivate the critical thinking, which is a key skill to identify the harmful gender stereotypes. They are also setting the base for forum theatre, which is the central to the transformative role of theatre. 
Forum theatre is the main part of the workshops it is a theatrical game, in which a problem is shown as a result of an oppression in its unsolved form. The audience as spect-actors are invited to act and suggest alternative solutions, because they themselves are personally acquainted with the oppression. The term of spect-actor comes in contrast with the conventional audience who just sit and watch a play, at forum theatre spectators are asked and encourage to act and change the plot of the script. Forum theatre aims to stimulate debate in the form of action, not just words, to show alternatives, to enable people ‘to become the protagonists of their own lives’. (Boal, A. 2002) It promotes not only the will for change of oppressive situations, but also proves practically that when there is a will, there is a way and it is only when you do not act, things turn up the same. Forum theatre’s essence links to one of the aims of my project, which is to awake participants from being passive viewers and victims of society’s norms.

 Regarding my research and my personal experience, I am inclined to believe that in a world that wants women to look, behave, think, and live in a fixed way my intention is to hold workshops for young women, aspiring to challenge the gender patterns. After the workshops I am intending for participants to be more aware of their influences and a mechanism of filtering of what is exposed to them to be created. I do not aspire to change a whole generation or break the patterns; I am just hoping to make a step for change and raise awareness of the inequality and the  mistreatment that young women face.
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Women’s representation project on progress

The following report links the ideas of investigation and questions of the proposal about ‘how can applied drama raise awareness and empower young women’ aligned on the position of women’s representation today especially in the social media, which are a significantly important source of influence for young people.

Before starting the practical workshops, the project theoretically was a combination of research, questions, and ideas with the topic being oriented towards ‘how can applied drama raise awareness and empower young women.’ Since I am aware of the transformative role of applied drama and how it can create a space of challenging assumptions, whilst embracing and motivating participants. 

After the first workshop with university students, where I have created a mind map with the group having as a starting point ‘women’s representation today’ participants gave targeted thoughts, facts and factors that affect the topic, referred extensively to the body image and the social media, showing a remarkably elevated level of awareness. Making me think that I might need to emphasise more on the empowerment of the group instead of cultivating awareness.
The main activity was Image Theatre, in which I gave participants concepts from the mind map for example ‘women’s representation and workplace/social media’ and the instructions were to create frozen pictures according to the concept. To dig into the essence of the images I asked participants to give sound and movement to their images. When the group was reflecting upon the image theatre experience draw to a total agreement conclusion that the sounds, the movements, the thoughts, and the feelings of the images were obvious and predicted to them.
Boal argued that “In our culture we are used to expressing everything through words, leaving the enormous expressive capabilities of the body in an underdeveloped state” (Boal, p. 130) (White, p.28). This is something that comes in contrast to today’s culture, since we are constantly exposed to images mainly because of social media and for this reason participants were able in every image to identify the emotions and the thoughts of the images. Group’s reflective answers were the evidence in how obvious is women’s misrepresentation and the stereotypes that contributes to it. It might be the era of one picture is worth a thousand words, and the question it is not seemed to be what are the words, but how aware are we from where they derive, how strongly inherited are they to our subconscious and what can we do about it?

Having in mind that there is a basic awareness on women’s representation in my generation, I tailored a plan for Queen’s Elizabeth high school girls at the ages of 16-18 that has as intended outcomes to give inspiration for young women to see the subtext of the images that they are being projected to and remind them the option of making choices. From the start, I understood the different approach that the younger group had because they mentioned being more engaged in the social media and expressing a positive attitude towards them. 
When we were making the Image Theatre and frozen scenes, I gave the concept to one group of ‘women’s representation today and body positivity’ and the group actually made an image where they were hugging their bodies and they were saying being happy about their appearance. It was something that I was not expecting, and it was a key moment that highlighted the different approach on the stimulations that each group has. I felt like high school group had an awareness of the impact of social media, but not in the same level as university group. It was an exploration and a journey to reach awareness. 

The fact that the two groups do not share the same approach on the impact of social media it is remarkably interesting, and it is also a notable example of the dichotomy of research. 
On the one hand, the positive outlook of social media from the high school group gives justification to the evidence which wants the use of social media to be associated with higher levels of social connectivity and lower levels of loneliness among users (Ballantyne et al., 2010; K-T Lee et al., 2013) In addition, the use of social media platforms is associated with social wellbeing and social connection and to foster community among teenagers (Burke et al., 2010; Grieve et al., 2013; Allen et al., 2014). Consequently, social media use in younger user groups has been positively linked to the creation and maintenance of social capital, or access to social resources (Ellison et al., 2007; Burke et al., 2010). Furthermore, social media encourage sharing and self-disclosure, which in turn may lead to higher levels of social support (K-T Lee et al., 2013). (Quinn, 2021)

On the other hand, there are evidence about young people’s socialisation that comes in contrast with the prominent levels of social support social media provide. Firstly, unlike face-to-face interactions, social media and the internet offer a different type of socialisation. As a result, young people have limited interactions with peers, not to mention the fact that social media have been criticised for having a dampening effect on the development of a critical, less conformist self (Haidt 2017, Twenge 2017). A	s a consequence of the lack of social skills, emotional connectedness, disclosure, and empathy depend, to a great extent, on being able to read real-life facial expressions, emotions, and body language (e.g. Cash et al. 2013) where conflict situations and negative experiences arise can be detrimental to young people’s development of emotional resilience. Nonetheless, in some cases social media were found to support networking (Ellison, Steinfield, and Lampe 2007), it is not easy to ascertain whether such activities promote civic engagement, social trust, and a real sense of community. (Hartas, D. 2021)
The sense of establishing community by social media is being questioned since it is excluding and pointing out a significant part of it. Specifically, many argue that the observed spike in depression and anxiety, among teenage girls, has coincided with an increase in the use of social media with girls being the primary consumers (Haidt 2017; Kelly et al. 2018; Shensa et al. 2017; Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health 2018; Twenge 2017). Kelly et al. (2018) found associations between social media use and depressive symptoms, with the associations being stronger for girls, with online harassment, self-esteem, and body image. (Hartas, D. 2021)

Body image it was something that both groups brought up from the start when we were creating the minds map. Image theatre was the main activity, and I gave as a concept to both workshops ‘women’s representation and social media’ and the two times the pictures were depicting one-person faking happiness and the other one despaired and stressed spying others life. It was after the image theatre activity and the reflective discussion I had with the high school group that they recognise that there is a loop in social media were people compare each other. There was a specific moment where one of the participants said: ‘there’s always going to be something upper to be jealous of’ and my question was if that was because of human nature or something else and then I got the answer I was looking for ‘because of social media.’
Girls more often than boys face challenges as diverse as gender inequality, cyberbullying, body image, pornography, and everyday sexism (e.g. Blau, Brinton, and Grusky 2006; Branisa et al. 2014). Socialisation pressures through body image control to be expressly feminine, along with post-feminist career and role aspirations influenced by misogynistic attitudes, are associated with a serious deterioration in adolescent girls’ mental health (Shensa et al. 2017). Girls tend to be exposed to earlier sexualisation (APA 2007) through peer pressure and influence from female role models in pop culture and the social media, with sexual harassment being on the rise in schools (Morgan et al. 2017). They are sites for toxic social comparison propelled by unrealistic standards of beauty, airbrushed body images and ‘glamorous’ lifestyles, cyberbullying and, most importantly, a new form of consensus based not on debate and reasoned argument but on ‘likes’ and ‘favourites,’ promoting a view of young people’s thoughts and social behaviour as mono-dimensional rather than complex and ambiguous (Shensa et al. 2017; Twenge 2017). (Hartas, D. 2021) Thus, social media does not appear to be entirely the space for establishing the idea of social community and inclusion, but it is also a dangerous space especially for young women who are facing a world of expectations which leads to an inevitable constant comparison. 

At the second workshop with the university group the main activity was a card game based on Newspaper Theatre, in which there were two types of cards. The ones were about facts, news, statistics about women’s representation (based on the mind map and the topics that the group brought to the previous session), and the other type of cards were about how to act it out (like saying a funny story, singing jingle bells, describing a football match etc). I played the game too since they were only two participants, and it was really fun. When we went on a circle reading the facts without acting them out the group got serious. Then I asked them to choose one of their cards and explain why. At this point the reflective discussion came naturally, participants share their feelings and there was a moment that a participant said about wanting to give the cards with the facts on people who say that inequality does not exist, and I found this as an opportunity to brought project’s outcome. 
Participants said that they would like to step out of their comfort zone and spread awareness because they are feeling motivated. They suggested the ideas of animated movie, video, a catchy poster, facts, stickers, and invisible theatre. We arranged an online session next Wednesday night where we will discuss how we are going to achieve group’s goals.
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