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Nei t h er  Her e Nor  Th er e 
 

Th eor et i ca l  Con t ext  a nd  Cr i t i ca l  Eva l ua t i on  vi a  Aud i ence Response 
 

 
The in it ial ecology of Neither Here Nor There is best  i lluminated by an ear ly e-m ai l I sent  to 

Refu gee Act ion: 

 
I wou ld l ike to work wi t h mem bers of the asylu m seeker /  refu gee 
comm un ity in Br istol. My idea is to develop a per formance 
instal lat ion based on an oral  h ist ory of migrat ion  as told by refugees 
them selves in t heir  own languages. I wou ld like to u se voice 
recordings, video, objects and perhaps short  per formances of mu sic, 
dance or  theat re by the par t icipant s, i f they wish . It  is my hope that  
th is project  m ight  form a model for  a cu ltu ral  exchange between  
people seek ing refu ge and host  comm un it ies here in Br istol Ð a 
means by wh ich they can  share exper ience t hrough per formance. i 

 
 
Th is proposal reflected m y pol it ical react ion to the host ilit y shown towards asylum seekers in  

Br itain, am pl ified by my exper ience living alongside marginalized commu nit ies in St  Pau ls. It  drew 

on concepts of t heat re for  social change,ii theor ies of per format ivit y iii encountered in ear ly 

readings of Schechner et  al and encounters t herein wi t h t he work of Gu il lermo Gom ez-Pena, who, 

Schechner reports: Òenacts h is belief that  nomadism and m igrat ion  are t he cent ral  exper iences of 

ou r  epochÓ: 

 
É for  the inhabitants of t he Sou thern Hem isphere the only opt ions 
for  par t icipat ing in the ÒglobalÓ economy are as passive consum ers of 
ÒglobalÓ t rash, or  providers of cheap labor  or  material prima.  
 
ÉM any wi ll  cross t he border  North in search  of the source of the 
rainbow, only to find racial hat red and inhu mane work ing condit ions.  
iv 

 
 

 And fu r t her : 
 

An abil ity to understand t he hybr id natu re of cu ltu re develops from  
an exper ience of dealing with a dom inant  cu ltu re from the ou tside. 
The ar t ist  wh o understands and pract ices hybr idit y in th is way can  
be at  the sam e t im e an insider  and an  ou t sider , an expert  in border  
crossings, a t em porary member  of mu lt iple com munit ies, a cit izen of 
two or  more nat ions... 
 
ÉH is/ her  job is t o t respass, br idge, interconnect , reinterpret , remap 
and redefine; to find the ou ter  l im it s of h is/ her  cu ltu re and cross 
them. v 
 

      
Th is proto-per formance vi was a conceptual fram ework in wh ich  refu gees and asylum  seekers 

cou ld be visible, be heard and share exper iences of migrat ion th rou gh m u lt icu ltu ral vii 

per formance media - a m eans of Òbeing known Ó by their  host  com mun ity. I also hoped to use 
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r itual viii to create a sense of the lim inalit y ix of asylum and, with in t h is, t o explore ideas of t r ial  

and t ransform at ion of ident ity. 

 

In fact , my research led me to discover that  a key par t  of t he refu gee exper ience in Br itain is that  

of Òinvisibi lit yÓ with in t he host  cu ltu re. Migrants were reluctant  to involve them selves in su ch a 

project  for  fear  t heir  visibil ity might  lead t o persecu t ion or  harassm ent  by the au thor it ies or  host  

comm un it ies. The precar iou s natu re of their  status in  a paranoid cl imate influ enced by the War  

on Terror  made people high ly fear fu l and determined to maintain a low profi le, to the extent  that  I  

was only able to t ranslate their  test imony, rather  than create a cu ltu re in wh ich they cou ld 

express t heir  exper iences fi rst  hand. 

 

As a resu lt , the final  piece em erged as an interact ive storytel ling prom enade; Òissu e-based theat reÓ 

wi th in const ru cted environments x in wh ich the absence of the refu gee and asylum - seeker  

comm un it ies became a core featu re, represented by discarded objects arou nd the per formance 

space. With in a text  drawn  from refu gee test imon ies and governm ent  docum entat ion, the 

audience was placed in the role of m igrant  by the use of a second-person narrat ive. The piece -  

bi lled as A Performance Installation - Narrative, ritual and interactive environments exploring issues 

of asy lum, migration and identity  - exam ined the jou rney from  abandoned fam ily hom e to 

immigrat ion  cent re. 

 

Wit h the pr imary par t icipants Ð refugees them selves Ð now absent  from the work, however, 

t rou bl ing concerns su r faced abou t  cu ltu ral  appropr iat ion, st ereotyping and au thent icit y xi. As th e 

solo per form er , recou nt ing the exper iences of others t hrough m y own cu lt u ral filt er , I  myself 

becam e the per form at ive agent  of su ch anxiet ies. In evaluat ing the work from this posit ion of 

Òfailu re,Ó I formed the view that  an  archaeology xii of audience response from  with in and ou t side 

the per formance was m y best  approach  to understanding the final  effect  of the work.  

 

Dur ing the Homelands sect ion of the piece, the audience enters an environm ent  represent ing a 

recent ly-abandoned home, wh ere food is st i ll steaming on the table. The narrat ive pu ts the 

audience in role as refu gees and t el ls how they were held at  gu npoint  by soldiers, robbed and 

forced t o flee t he hou se. Part icipant s are t hen asked to wr ite a postcard to a relat ive left  beh ind:  

 
Write. Write to the old father w ho is late for supper. Write to the 
daughter w ho stayed late after school. You must leave a message. 
Then you must run.  xiii  
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Postcards left  by au dience m em bers and recovered after  the per form ance revealed ident ificat ion  

wi th place and nar rat ive alongside an im aginat ive creat ion of characters beyond the scr ipt . The 

r itual enabled t he au dience to becom e Òspect -actors,Ó xiv forging st ru ctu res of meaning for  their  

exper ience, project ing backgrou nd, ethn icity and family relat ionsh ips into t he piece for  

them selves. Characters, inclu ding parents, sibl ings, neighbou rs and relat ives, sprang to l ife on  

the post cards; animat ing t he per formance in t he m inds of au dience mem bers; expressing love, 

fear , gu ilt  and determinat ion. The pu sh-factor  of migrat ion was ar t icu lated in  these responses in  

term s of lack of choice, necessity, u rgency and mortal ity. Reading th is evidence, weeks 

afterwards, was l ike pick ing throu gh the rem ains of a massacre or  l istening to the phone 

messages of passengers on  the September  11 planes.  

 
I love you. Never forget that. I w ill find you again. I love you so much Ð Mommy 
 
Dearest Goran. You must try  to find us in the West. 
 
We had to run. Look  after your brother. 
 
Everything is fucked Ð see you at the port. Best of luck Ð break a leg. M 
 
We had to leave Ð the police came. Leave a message w ith the neighbours on the left. 
 
See you in my dreams. See me in yours. 
 
Go to Alice. We w ill be safe. In this life or the next.  
 
I have gone aw ay. I love you very  much. And I am alw ays w ith you. 
 
 
After  t he per formance, par t icipant s recorded their  imm ediate react ions. Responses ranged from  

appraisal of the environments to feelings abou t  the asylum Òissue.Ó Analysis of theat r ical  

techn iqu e also featu red, most ly of the degree of personal involvement  or  separat ion from the 

act ion in a Brecht ian sense.  Int erpretat ions of sign ifiers xv su r faced, as people sou ght  m ean ings 

in the sym bols and st ru ctu res used. Pol it ical  opin ion was minimal, drawn from personal 

ident ificat ion with t he ÔabsentÕ refu gee - or  lack  of it  Ð exper ienced dur ing the Ôjourney.Õ Some 

r ight ly felt  that  the piece had a dist inct  pol it ical  agenda wi th in a more com plex issu e than was 

presented. These comm ents suggested resistance to being dr iven by the second-person narrat ive 

and told wh at  to th ink or  do. Resistance to Òissu e-based theat reÓ and desire for  a wi der  range of 

voices reflected a view t hat  the reasons for  migrat ion shou ld be m ore democrat ically expressed. 

One comm ent  was:  ÒI w anted to hear the voice w hich says Ôall asy lum seekers are spongers w ho 

should be strung upÕ Ð not because I believe in this voice, but so I could react against it.Ó All of these 

react ions provided fer t ile ground for  the post  show discussion . 
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Limit ed use of adject ives in au dience comm ents suggested that , for  many, a fu l l r esponse had yet  

to be formu lated in the imm ediate aft ermath  xvi of the work . Abst racts su ch as effective, 

interesting, eye-opening, thoughtful, good, moving, evocative, sad, relevant, and important 

accom pan ied appraisals of concrete per formance elem ents. Key featu res were the jou rney, use of 

candlelight , wr it ing the post card in Homelands, and fou nd object s which reinforced both t he 

absence of t he asylum seekers and the int ended su bl imat ion of t he au dience into that  role: 

ch ildrenÕs shoes and objects dropped en-rou te; the exper ience of being cram med into Boat; 

power lessness and dehumanisat ion .   

 

Effective representation as a journey. .. the candles used as a signif ier Ð (Church - the ÒsavedÓ, the 
ÒdamnedÓ). Too much monologue?ÉA  very one-sided rep of problem. 
 
I got more involved as the piece w ent on. I liked the little touches, like the k idsÕ shoes.  
 
...w riting of the noteÉ one of the most effective momentsÉ visuals that put you in the action, making 
you a part of the ordeal. 
 
Lighting and propsÉ gave an air of authenticity . Most effective w as the dinner sequence and think ing 
of a loved one left behind. 
 
Éa  sense of urgency in recording my message for my family  as I left the ÔfoodÕ scene. I felt quite 
strongly  that I w anted to let them know É I felt quite lost. 
 
I did w ish that there w as some sort of ÒdistancingÓ so that w e w ere forced to step back and evaluate 
the fact that w e are NOT refugees and have the option /  luxury of removing ourselves from the 
problemÉ  
  
I didnÕt feel necessarily  Ô involvedÕ throughout the piece, but I donÕt think this is a bad thing. The 
different environments w ere extremely effective, particularly  the boat and final environment. The 
performance has only  strengthened my opinion that asy lum seekers and refugees are treated  
appallingly .  
 
The entrance w as really  effective. Bare feet. 
 
É heightened my  aw areness of the sense of displacement and loss of control expressed. Specifically  
Ð the use of space and sense of a journey w ere excellent. 
 
 
Th is archaeology of int ent ions, ar t efact s and responses reveals that  a degree of t ransfer  between  

the exper ience of m igrant s and the au dience /  par t icipant s was achieved in the piece. This 

t ransfer  cannot  be said to const itu t e an exchange, or  an interaction between people from differen t  

cu lt u res and exper iences, however . The absence of live, fir st -hand t est imony from the refugee 

comm un ity resu lted in a mediated appropr iat ion  of a m ore general exper ience, presented via m y 

own  agenda as exper iencer /  report er  /  analyst  /  act ivist .  xvii   The natu re of the stu dent  au dience 

is also of significance. Were t he responses biased in  favou r of the produ ct ion? What  wou ld have 

been the response of a m ore exper ienced audience of racist s, act ivist s or  refugees? The best  that  

can  be hoped for  is t hat  the piece pu t s the issue of asylum  onto the phi losoph ical agendas of 
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those wh o take par t . A mu ch longer -term archaeological excavat ion  of au dience response is 

necessary to discover  whether  th is is actually the case. 
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