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Community Arts is the result of a collective artistic process (Trivic 2020). By 
collective, I do not mean a group of artists who collaborate to express their views. 
Rather, Community Arts is a collaborative effort between individuals from within 
a community, alongside artists who often are facilitators, to present the voice of the 
community (Skippington 2016; Goldbard 2006). Several scholars have pointed out 
that “community” has both spatial and social connotations. Communities could refer 
to groups of people from a specific geographical place, or who share common beliefs, 
traditions, social demographics, and values (Ardalan 2019; Rouf 2018; Glover 2016; 
Glisson et al 2012).

There is no clear consensus on what the “voice” of the communities represents. 
According to one school of thought, the voice should represent the underrepresented 
or marginalized, and Community Arts, as a form of creative activism, provides 
avenues for this voice to be heard (Prosserman 2020; Martusewicz et al 2014). To 
some, Community Arts is simply about a common group of people, regardless of 
their background, sharing an engaged and meaningful moment while creating art. 
Whichever school of thought one subscribes to, there is no denying that Community 
Arts is about community development and regeneration, education, communication, 
and cultural citizenship, among other things. Members of the communities develop 
both social and cultural capital through this collaborative and participatory 
artmaking process (Trivic 2020).

Introduction
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Community Arts has always been a key focus of the Master of Arts in Cultural 
Management (MACM) programme of the Division of Cultural Studies at the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong. A core value of the MACM programme is its recognition 
of cultural management as more than just technical studies in management. It is a 
form of cultural mediation in which issues such as professional ethics, cultural rights, 
cultural identity, and the social dynamics of cultural representation are addressed. 
Cultural mediators act as gatekeepers, professionally defining, selecting, and 
presenting the arts, thereby exposing the general public and (specific) communities 
to the benefits of the arts.

I am particularly interested in how cultural mediators position themselves in relation 
to the various stakeholders in the arts and cultural sector. Traditional stakeholder 
theory focuses on the organization’s efforts to create win-win situations for internal 
and external stakeholders. On the other hand, cultural mediators sometimes detach 
themselves from the organization and mediate between stakeholders. They make 
decisions and take actions in recognition of the fact that some stakeholders have 
a greater degree of dominance over others. Moreover, each new decision/action 
generates new issues, necessitating that cultural mediators constantly adjust their 
positions in their state of betweenness in response to the evolving power relationships 
between stakeholders.

As an academic programme, our main role is in knowledge transfer. To achieve 
this, Oscar (co-editor of this book) and I have developed a series of projects looking 
into the impacts of the arts on communities since 2014. These initiatives have laid 
a solid foundation for the future direction of our programme. Between 2014 and 
2020, I organized an annual community-based arts festival that addressed a variety 
of Hong Kong’s sociopolitical and cultural issues. Over the course of seven years, 
the festival has attracted over 100 local and international artists and academics, as 
well as numerous individuals from diverse communities. The festival has since been 
established as a non-profit arts organization in Hong Kong in January 2021 and is 
now managed by an alumna of our programme. I am heartened to learn that the 
festival will continue to explore community-based issues. I would also like to express 
my gratitude to our participants and partners, particularly the Centre for Cultural 
Community Development, which has been a partner of ours since the beginning.

Between 2014 and 2020, Oscar organized six editions of Forum on Community Arts, 
each of which offered a critical examination of the philosophical and ethical issues, 
key terms, and operational models of Community Arts in Hong Kong and beyond. 

Benny Lim
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The six themes are as follows:

• For the Sake of the People (2014)
• Community Arts & Heritage Preservation (2016)
• Arts of the Capital Age (2017) 
• Community Arts Keywords (2018)
• The Arts of Healing: Individuals, Communities & Society (2019)
• Art at a Difficult Time (2020) 

Oscar retired from the university in August 2020 and has since continued to support 
the programme as an adjunct faculty. I felt it was time to bring the concept of 
knowledge transfer to the next level. Beginning 2021, the programme has embarked 
on a new project, Art and Social Change, with the goal of developing a framework for 
evaluating the social impact of the arts and documenting how this framework shapes 
emerging community art practices. Additionally, the annual Forum on Community 
Arts has also been renamed as the Forum on Art and Social Change. An Art and 
Social Change Network (ASCN) comprising local and international practitioners 
and scholars has also been established. 

As the programme gears up for the new challenge, this book serves as a documentation 
of the main takeaways from the six editions of the Forum of Community Arts. It was 
also opportune to include papers with current topics that address one or more themes 
from the forum. This book includes 13 papers from scholars and practitioners. 

Clara Cheung begins Chapter 1 with an overview of Hong Kong district councils’ 
funding of community involvement projects and discusses the various engagement 
methods used by contemporary artists in three district councils. In Chapter 
2, Isabella S. W. Yun employs cultural studies approaches to evaluate heritage 
revitalization projects in Hong Kong’s Central District and examines the role and 
impact of community arts in heritage sites.

Samantha Tham and Samuel Wong offer recommendations in Chapter 3 to Chinese 
instrumental music practitioners and companies on how to engage Generation Z 
as new audiences through a mixed-methods study. In Chapter 4, Joseph Gonzales 
and Imran Syafiq Mohd. Affandi introduce ASK Company, a private dance company 
based in Kuala Lumpur, and discuss the company’s current efforts, challenges, and 
future plans to promote Malaysian traditional dances.

Introduction
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ShawHong Ser and Kraisorn Juntanoy demonstrate in Chapter 5 through a case 
study of the Suan-Oy Community Center in Bangkok that Thai dance can play a 
critical role in elderly empowerment and can be used as a tool within Thailand’s 
broader elderly care management system. In Chapter 6, Ka Chun Lin examines the 
difficulties inherent in promoting senior arts in Hong Kong through the lens of Men 
of Wind, a community wind band composed entirely of seniors.

In Chapter 7, Rui Oliveira Lopes introduces the Urban Sketchers movement and 
reflects how social media platforms have expanded the movement during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Caleb Lee provides a comprehensive review of current 
practices, challenges, and opportunities in the development of Theatre for Young 
Audiences in Singapore in Chapter 8 through a case study of The Artground, a 
children’s art centre in Singapore.

In Chapter 9, Matt Jennings and his co-authors provide an in-depth examination 
of the struggles nurses face in Northern Ireland, particularly in the aftermath of 
the pandemic. They then examine how the company, Health Action Training, 
uses applied drama to help nurses and other healthcare workers improve their 
communication skills and resilience. In Chapter 10, Pouline Chai Lin Koh and Sook 
Khuan Wong argue that design plays a crucial role in ensuring a healthy nation 
through close examinations of nutritional labels’ design.

In Chapter 11, Adelina Ong discusses the rationale for writing chalk graffiti poems 
to reflect the circumstances of migrants (in particular, Chinese, East and Southeast 
Asian migrants) in the United Kingdom, as well as the role of more-than-human co-
performers in this work of community art. 

In Chapter 12, Ian Alden Russell discusses collective fatigue in today’s world and how 
technology and social media have added to the pressure. He then considers the steps 
necessary for recovery. In the final chapter, Dan Baron Cohen uses a performance 
narrative in the face of the pandemic to share key insights gained during his 
community-based transformative collaboration with the Pataxó people in 2001.

Following the 13 papers, the documentation section contains an overview of each 
edition of the forum, as well as summaries of the keynote presentations. Finally, in 
the afterword, Oscar shares his realizations about the functions of the arts as a result 
of his personal experience with cancer 30 years ago.

Benny Lim
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Projects funded by District Councils (DCs) in Hong Kong in the past have largely 
involved the provision of bread and circuses for local communities, especially 
targeting the retired elderly.  Indeed, a specific term in Cantonese has been widely 
used to refer to such DC programs: “snake soup, vegetarian meal, mooncake, sticky 
rice dumpling” (蛇齋餅粽), indicating that traditional food and meals, associated 
with specific festivals for the four seasons around the year, would be offered to 
the elderly in local communities by councilors from the pro-establishment camp, 
in the hope of winning the votes of the gift-receivers in the next election period.  
Due to this prevailing bread-and-circuses culture of DCs and the complicated 
funding application process, local artist groups hesitated to seek funding from DCs 
in the past. This phenomenon had a change in 2020, after the landslide victory of 
the pro-democratic camp in the 2019 District Council Election. Most of the newly 
elected councilors had a strong vision of developing more community programs 
for civic engagement with more diverse participants in their districts. Many 
councilors reached out to civic organizations who shared the same vision, including 
contemporary art groups, to seek creative community project proposals for different 
DCs at the beginning of their terms in 2020. In response to the enthusiasm in society 
for community engagement projects with different approaches in the new DCs, 
contemporary artists who have been practicing art in communities worked together 
to develop a number of community art projects in different districts.  The current 
essay is going to provide an overview of three art projects funded by DCs in Wong 

Chapter 1

Changing the Imagination of 
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Tai Sin, Wan Chai and Kowloon City, and discuss challenges and possibilities for 
further development of DCs’ community art programs in the future. 

An overview of funding of Community Involvement Projects at District Councils

There are currently 18 DCs in Hong Kong, with a total of 479 District Councillors 
(452 seats elected and 27 seats appointed). According to the section 61 of the District 
Councils Ordinance (2020), a DC’s functions include making use of available 
government funds for “the promotion of recreational and cultural activities within 
the District; and community activities within the District.” (sec. 61) Annual funding 
from the Hong Kong Government for 18 DCs’ Community Involvement (CI) 
Program has been maintained at $461.6 million since 2017.  Each DC receives a 
different amount, according to its population size.  Besides, since 2013, an amount 
of $20.8 million per annum has been injected to the CI Program specifically for arts 
and cultural activities in each DC.  As suggested by the program title, CI projects 
aim at “enhancing community spirit and social cohesion and promoting well-being 
of the people in the districts.” (Hong Kong Government, 2021) Audit Commission 
(2017) of Hong Kong Government presented an audit report on DC’s Community 
Involvement Projects in 2017:

Audit’s analysis of the $205.63 million of DC-CI funds spent 
in 2015-16 on the 15 categories of DC projects indicated that 
$146.27 million (71%) were spent on the three categories of arts 
and cultural activities, recreational and sports activities, and 
festival celebrations and district festivals. For example, each of 
the categories of civic education ($2.42 million) and building 
management ($1.7 million) incurred a spending of less than 2% 
of the $205.63 million… 

Data from 2015-2016 showed that DCs downplayed the importance of civic education 
and other municipal management programs, but gave great support for recreational, 
art and cultural activities.  Nonetheless, the audit report did not indicate to what 
extent and in what styles or formats communities were involved or engaged in DCs’ 
Community Involvement Programs. The prime concern of the Audit Commission 
lies in the quantitative amount of participants and expense of the CI projects, instead 
of the qualitative investigation about different models and approaches applied in the 
art and cultural activities.  

Community programs in Hong Kong’s district councils
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Local tours, dinner gatherings, exhibitions, Cantonese opera performing art 
shows, games and contests are common formats in CI programs. With an engaging 
approach, these activities can successfully connect participants. However, most DCs’ 
CI programs from the past were often operated with a one-way communication 
mode, and lacked expressive platforms for idea exchange among participants. As 
a result, community groups from the younger generation, with higher education 
backgrounds or with better financial ability often find it difficult to relate themselves 
to these bread-and-circuses programs. Despite the negative connotation of the term 
“snake soup, vegetarian meal, mooncake, sticky rice dumpling” (蛇齋餅粽), it is 
important to note that, if a more engaging and interactive approach can be applied, 
food sharing can indeed provide a meaningful opportunity to facilitate constructive 
dialogues and conversations in communities.  

Community Involvement Project in Wong Tai Sin: From Home to Neighborhood

Unlike the funding scheme at Hong Kong Arts Development Council with which local 
artists are more familiar, DCs’ funding does not accept proposals from individual 
applicants. Artists applying for DCs’ fund need to either have their own organizations 
or to collaborate with other existing ones. Besides facing the challenges caused by the 
rigid bureaucracy at DCs, artists also had to cope with a lot of uncertainties during 
the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020. In Wong Tai Sin, art organization, Community 
Museum Project, applied for a budget around HK$103,000 from DC for a project 
titled, From Home to Neighborhood (Works collecting from Wong Tai Sin Residents), 
to open call for three one-day exhibitions in Chuk Yuen Estate for potted plants, 
paintings and calligraphy art by the neighbors.  Competitions were held during the 
shows in order to encourage more residents to participate.  Community Museum 
Project (2021) stated in its registration guideline that, “(a)part from traditional 
criteria on plants, painting and calligraphy appreciation, aesthetic experience, texture 
of life, community culture and practicality are also valued in the competitions.” As 
such, the application form required applicants to provide work descriptions for 
evaluation.  

In order to better communicate these key concepts to the residents from Chuk Yuen 
Estate, one of the project’s e-poster made use of a photograph of an edible plant 
taken in a domestic household setting for the open-call of the potted plant exhibition  
(Figure 1). A pot of green chive flowers standing in front of a wall of tiles with faded 
colors at a home’s balcony is captured as the subject matter in this poster. White 
and orange barricade fences used to shut off government’s sports venues during the 

Clara Cheung
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COVID-19 pandemic lockdown appeared in the blurry background at the right 
top corner of the photo. The very healthy looking green plant in the foreground 
seemed to be sending out a soothing message, “See how tall I have grown? Don’t be 
upset about the lockdown. Everything will be alright!” Overlaying the image of chive 
flowers is a question shown in a handwritten font, asking if the viewer has any edible 
plants at home.  While the edible plant directly implies the practicality of gardening, 
the healthy green plant amid the lock-down reminded us of the therapeutic quality 
of gardening.  Another e-poster probed a different question, “Does your home have a 
small garden?” (Figure 2) The text that went along the e-poster in the project’s social 
media invited the viewers to look up at the windows of Chuk Yuen Estate in order 
to appreciate the neighborhood garden one might often overlook. The exhibition 
project did not only encourage residents in Chuk Yuen to showcase the beauty of 
their potted plants from home, but also connected gardening with the rich texture of 
everyday life at home with the community’s gardening culture in the neighborhood.

 
Figure 1.  Figure 2. 

(Images: Community Museum Project)

Community programs in Hong Kong’s district councils
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From Home to Neighborhood made use of the exhibitions as a platform for sharing 
and idea-exchanges in the community. The judging process of the competition 
invited viewers to vote, which in turn encouraged them to discuss their opinions 
with each other.  Although the original plan for art workshops during the exhibition 
did not take place, due to the crowd-control policy during the pandemic, DIY 
sections for painting and calligraphy art were set up at the public space outside 
the exhibition entrance for a smaller group of exhibitors and audience members 
to experiment with different art media and share their thoughts with each other. It 
fascinated one of the artist volunteers, Vangi Fong, that many elderly residents in 
the estate actually had been enrolled in regular art workshops at various community 
centers, and longed for more in-depth discussion about their artworks with others. 
Community centers run by social welfare organizations have hosted art exhibitions 
from time to time. However, according to the neighbor’s feedback, exhibitions of 
From Home to Neighborhood was very different from those organized by social 
workers. One major difference was how art practitioners would treat artworks with 
a more dedicated attitude and delicate care, and also were more able to develop 
qualitative dialogues about the artworks with the participants. After all, artists would 
emphasize aesthetic experience more which helps one to develop from the inside 
out, while social workers may focus on helping participants to learn more about 
their social rights which helps one to grasp necessary resources in the external world.   
Both are necessary for community building.   

The original plan of From Home to Neighborhood was to take place in November 
2020 at a sports venue managed by Leisure and Cultural Services Department 
(LCSD) in Chuk Yuen, but was delayed for two months because of the pandemic. 
Due to the lack of formal art exhibition space in Chuk Yuen, the Community 
Museum Project took the opportunity to explore alternatives to make use of LCSD’s 
sports venues, which exist in all Hong Kong districts. Lined up by Wong Tai Sin 
district councilors, the Community Museum Project had a positive discussion with 
LCSD staff at the planning stage. During the pandemic, LCSD changed its sports 
venue usage policy. Under the more serious pandemic situation, all sports venues 
were shut completely. However, even when the venues were reopened amid the more 
relaxed social distancing situation, LCSD only accepted reservation for sport games 
at the venues but refused usage for art exhibition. It is obvious that LCSD failed to 
recognize the significance of art during the pandemic. While physical exercises are 
essential to keep one healthy, art provides an important therapeutic outlet during 
the lock-down.  Indeed, many exhibition participants told Vangi Fong that they had 
been painting and making art at home more than usual in this period. Art-making 

Clara Cheung
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helped them both to pass time and to improve their mental wellbeing. In the end, the 
three one-day exhibitions were held at the office of District Councilor, Mr. Tsz-kin 
Cheng, which also successfully expanded the imagination about district councilors’ 
offices and encouraged the community members to explore more possible exhibition 
venues, including their homes and other community spaces. 

A Community Involvement Project in Wan Chai: Make a Wish Return

Another art project that focused on aesthetic experience in everyday life was titled 
Make a Wish Return: Cookery and Art Practice, curated by Meito Man to engage 
the Wan Chai residents in idea exchange and experience sharing about food and 
community during the pandemic period. Two words, “eat” and “community” were 
highlighted and connected with a multiplication sign in its poster (Figure 3). Further 
interpretation of the two words was posted on social media:

The act of eating reveals a kind of integrated culture, which 
involves different traditions and customs about the process of 
obtaining ingredients, the processor of cooking, and the usage 
of eatery utensils.  Each community lives residents, who have 
a lot in common but also differ from each other.  The current 
project attempts to encourage our neighbors to discover and 
embrace our shared values and differences through looking at 
the cultures of ‘eating.’

Figure 3.
(Image: Black Moon)

Community programs in Hong Kong’s district councils
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Black Moon, an art organization previously founded by Meito Man, obtained around 
HK$99,000 from Wan Chai District Council (WCDC) for the project. While the 
funding application process was considered smooth for the Community Museum 
Project, it took Man more than four months to go back and forth with WCDC’s 
secretary to revise the project proposal in order to obtain approval from the secretary 
and the District Office for the proposal to enter the voting process in WCDC.1  Some 
of the recurring questions raised by the secretary included how the project would 
reveal the characteristics of Wan Chai district, how food and cookery activities 
actually related to art, and why the cost for video shooting and design tasks was so 
expensive. It seemed appropriate for the secretary to inquire about the characteristics 
of Wan Chai during the proposal reviewing process. However, in the past, when 
local organizations affiliated with the pro-government camp organized Cantonese 
Opera shows or local tours with WCDCs’ funding, all they had to declare was that 
the programs would be beneficial to Wan Chai residents or those who worked in 
the district. Indeed, it is impossible to reveal characteristics of contemporary Wan 
Chai in a traditional Cantonese Opera song.  Moreover, a cultural program that does 
not literally show Wan Chai characteristics can still stimulate Wan Chai residents. 
This, in turn, will help develop local culture in Wan Chai.  What Black Moon went 
through was actually the tightening process of funding approval by the government 
as a political gesture to restrict the power of DCs. This was started in mid-2020 with 
different paces in different districts. One common practice of DCs’ secretaries is to 
repeatedly raise the same set of questions to the applicants, without acknowledging 
any of their replies, in order to discourage them so much that they eventually 
withdraw their applications from DCs.  

The original proposal by Black Moon sought for more than HK$200,000, with 
one major part being to invite visual artists and Wan Chai residents to exchange 
their recipes, discuss thoroughly the cookery processes and prepare ingredients 
together for collaborative cooking sessions, and then to film the cooking sessions 
for online sharing so as to reach more audience during the pandemic period. Meito 
Man previously curated a similar project about food and microbiotic diet at Oi!, a 
community art space run by the Art Promotion Office of LCSD. She applied the 
similar budget for artist and designer fees in the proposal for WCDC, but was told 
that the cost for all personnel was much higher than the normal rate approved by 
WCDC in the past. It is true that a lot of DCs have an under-pay budgeting guideline, 
but exceptions for a higher budget are often made for applications with strong reasons 
to hire personnel with specialties. For WCDC’s secretary, the budget for art projects 
for art promotion was not an appropriate reference for DC’s CI projects, since the 

1Each district’s District Council, as a consultancy body, works closely with its district’s District Office, which is a government department 
responsible for municipal management and oversees the financial budget of the District Council.
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objective of CI projects was not to pursue or develop professional aesthetic quality.   

In the end, Black Moon canceled the collaborative cooking sessions and the filming.  
The budget was reduced to  less than HK$100,000. The revised proposal of Make a 
Wish Return included: a recipe contest, a guided tour about food ingredients and 
cuisines found in Wan Chai, a talk on microbiotic diet, a story-telling session about 
food’s stories, a sound-art session with musical instruments made from food and 
eating utensils, a series of recipe postcards and a community newspaper about food 
and cookery being distributed in Wan Chai. 

Despite the stressful application process, Make a Wish Return was successfully 
launched in February and March 2021, and was well received by the community.  
For example, participants gave positive feedback to Guided Tour: Wan Chai X Food 
X Community led by artist and researcher Pak-chai Tse. The tour visited different 
restaurants or food suppliers in the district that featured international cuisines like 
Portuguese curry, Japanese burger, Italian pasta, French cheese, Nanyang snacks, 
Cantonese noodle etc. Along the walk, Tse shared stories he collected: how special 
recipes inherited from the previous generations, the impressive working experience 
of the chefs around the world, the special meaning of the restaurants’ interior design, 
and also the histories of some well-known restaurants that closed down already.  In 
response to the crowd control policy, each participant held one headphone receiver 
to listen to Tse’s talk transferred from a radio transmitter. Everyone was walking 
separately and the tour was comparatively quiet, which in turn encouraged more 
careful observation on the streets. Afterwards, some participants shared their 
precious memories of the old Lee Tung Street and had discussion about urban 
renewal development in Wan Chai. 

Make a Wish Return had a good mix of participants with different ages: half elderly 
and half from the middle-aged and student group. Some elderly audience were 
drawn by the talk about microbiotic diet and healthy living in the first place, but 
later on also participated in the sound art session and found this art form to be 
very inspiring and refreshing. Different from commercial cooking programs, Make a 
Wish Return, emphasized exchange among artists and participants.  Through sharing 
and dialogues, everyone in the program learnt to appreciate the detail of each little 
step of cooking and serving food as an aesthetic experience in daily life.  It is not only 
about the good taste, but is treating food and recipes as an art medium to connect 
people in a community with different cultural values and the local history. 

Community programs in Hong Kong’s district councils



14

A Series of Community Involvement Projects in Kowloon City: Shop for Rent

To introduce local history through art workshops was also one major objective 
of a series of art projects under the framework of Shop for Rent - Kowloon City 
Community Art Projects. One restriction of the funding scheme at Kowloon City 
DC (KCDC) is the funding ceiling of HK$18,000 for organizations which are 
not KCDC’s long-term partners.  Sharing the same interest in promoting art in 
Kowloon City, a group of artists and local organizations worked closely together, 
as a community art cluster, to submit six different art project proposals with 
one similar theme with which all parties agreed, in order to allow each project 
to be benefited from the synergy created. Proposed and executed by different 
organizations, each of these six projects had the same subtitle of Shop for Rent 
and was related to the local history of To Kwa Wan, Kowloon City. The proposals 
included (1) Vita the Bus Stop, a local tour and an signage design workshop about 
the history of disappearing advertisement signages, (2) Cheers to Plastic Flowers, 
a sculptural art workshop that made use of abandoned plastic materials from 
factories and shared the local history of factory outworkers, (3) Furniture Reborn, 
an upcycling workshop that reused abandoned furniture and shared the local 
history of furniture and interior design shops, (4) Electric Factory for the World, a 
sound art workshop that turned electronic devices into musical instruments and 
shared the local history of electronics factories, (5) Knit and Recycle, a knitting 
art workshop that reconstructed old or abandoned yarn products and shared 
the history of a yarn shop in To Kwa Wan that closed down in 2017 and (6) Fun 
Fun Union which was about the changing conditions of grassroot labors and 
the history of open-air markets in Kowloon City. These projects were funded by 
KCDC for around HK$18,000 each, except Vita the Bus Stop receiving a higher 
amount of HK$42,530, because Vita the Bus Stop was organized by theArt Together 
organization which was qualified to apply to be a long-term partner of KCDC. Due 
to the pandemic, Cheers to Plastic Flowers was canceled, but all the others were 
successfully launched with a smaller number of participants to fulfill the crowd 
control policy at that moment. 

The idea of Shop for Rent was inspired by a lot of such signage at the display windows 
of To Kwa Wan’s empty shops. The art groups plan to have a joint documentation 
exhibition in one of those empty shops in To Kwan Wan in the near future. While 
all of these projects took the chance to do research and share the local history of To 
Kwa Wan, Fun Fun Union even took it a step further. Besides reviewing the long 
history of open-air markets at Kowloon City since the 1800s, the leading artist of Fun 
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Fun Union, Luke Ching, observed closely the ecology of nowadays’ markets in the 
district.  For example, a lot of styrofoam boxes carrying fresh food to the markets can 
be completely reused and indeed worth an exchange value.  However, the boxes often 
took up a lot of storage space and the general public may not know how to properly 
return the boxes for reuse. As such, when stacks of styrofoam boxes are sitting on 
the side of a street for being picked up, either the hygiene department would receive 
many complaints about the boxes occupying the street or the boxes would be quickly 
sent to the landfill. This issue appeared in many different districts all over Hong 
Kong, but no government department has ever provided solutions in response.  

In his research and investigation, Luke Ching discovered there were a few truck 
drivers who had the incentives to transport styrofoam boxes back to the wholesalers.  
However, due to the limited capacity of each truck, many styrofoam boxes still could 
not be properly reused. A better arrangement for logistics is required. Ching also 
led some participants from the neighborhood to do research in and around the 
markets to look into issues concerned by the community such as: noise pollution 
from different shops and the inefficient food waste recycling scheme in and around 
the municipal market. In the end, Ching offered art workshops to upcycle styrofoam 
wrapping materials which would be more difficult to recycle, and conducted a 
seminar and a tour to share the team’s research result and possible solutions.  Besides 
local residents, a few district councilors from Kowloon City also joined the sharing. 
It required coordination among different stakeholders and government departments 
to improve the recycling system in and around the market.  If insights from Luke 
Ching and his teammates, as the community researchers, can help district councilors 
to take a step further in their community work, it would be a wonderful further 
development of the project. 

To Connect Internal Aesthetic Experiences with the External
 
The three art projects reviewed above were all organized by artists in a collaborative 
manner, with a strong incentive to engage and connect participants for community 
building. The formats of the projects, at the outlook, may be similar to the “bread-
and-circuses” programs by DCs in the past, but each small detail in the projects 
encouraged participants to learn, think, ask questions, express themselves, or to 
interact and communicate with others. These details are the keys for community 
involvement and empowerment. From Home to Neighborhood incorporated a 
democratic voting platform and created a comfortable atmosphere for idea exchanges 
in its exhibitions. Make a Wish Return encouraged Wan Chai residents of all ages to 

Community programs in Hong Kong’s district councils
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learn to look into the details of food culture and the district’s history, and to explore 
new art mediums. Shop for Rent projects hosted art workshops that specially respond 
to different recent histories of To Kwa Wan, and also invited participants to help 
with research in communities. All these were conducted with an artistic approach to 
connect internal aesthetic experiences with the external communities.
 
After learning from the farmer in the sharing session of the one-day potted-plant 
exhibition in From Home to Neighborhood about the importance of sunlight, one 
participant, a retired lady, Ms Lee, did an experiment in the hallway of Chuk Yuen 
Estate. Sunlight does not reach her apartment much.  Indeed, a number of apartment 
units with the same orientation all have the same problem. What Ms Lee did was 
to take her potted-plants to the hallway outside her apartment to chase after the 
fifteen-minute sunlight everyday. She shared the photos of her chasing act on social 
media as well. On one hand, the problem of the right to sunlight for Chuk Yuen 
residents became immediately very visible through this poetic act. On the other 
hand, Ms Lee was making use of the estate’s public space for this experiment. Such 
a chase beautifully exhibited the concept of From Home to Neighborhood, which is 
to connect the private with the public, the individual with the community space, the 
love for the potted-plants (an internal aesthetic experience) with an external act to 
make a change, which can eventually lead to the discussion of urban-planning and 
policy-making (Figures 4-7).

Artists’ great sensitivity, careful observation, and creative problem-solving techniques 
can help provide insights for various community issues, which is perfectly shown 
in  Fun Fun Union project and in Luke Ching’s art practice in recent years. Such 
abilities and characteristics are not exclusive to professional artists only though.  The 
projects reviewed in the current essay attempted to show the possibility for anyone to 
develop these abilities, through a self-empowerment process by connecting his/her 
own aesthetic experience with the external community space. This can be applied 
to any mature age group, including the retired ones and the elderly. There, indeed, 
should not be any stereotype about elderly preferring only Cantonese Opera and 
bread-and-circuses programs.  

The ideal would be to have the empowered community members to initiate different 
community programs on their own and further share their knowledge with others. 
District Councils’ funding for Community Involvement Programs can play a role 
here, if the funding mechanism can be improved to support projects with qualitative 
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Figure 4. 
 

Figure 5.

Figure 7.Figure 6.
 (Photos: Ms Lee Lai Chun 李麗珍)
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engagement approaches and to recognize the importance of aesthetic experience in 
community programs. Some practical issues include updating the budget guideline to 
allow reasonable payments for project personnel, increasing more flexibility of venue 
usages for community activities, and simplifying the funding application process 
in general. If the government keeps on providing funding for CI projects, then its 
funding mechanism must be reformed. Despite the pessimistic political situation 
in Hong Kong, there is no doubt that the meaningful Community Involvement 
Projects that have been launched have changed their participants’ expectations and 
imaginations of community programs at District Councils. For example, publicity 
materials for community projects are no longer expected to be “old fashioned,” which 
often neglect the visual details and lack of meaningful hints for further imagination.  
The responses from the elderly participants in From Home to Neighborhood and 
Make a Wish Return clearly show that the aging population in Hong Kong also 
long for new cultural experiences and intellectual engagements. Luke Ching’s 
research-based artistic practice also nicely provided an alternative example to tackle 
municipal issues in communities. If more of such community engagement programs 
can take place, influence on the administrators at DC secretary office and Home 
Affairs Department would slowly appear, and, thereafter, examples can be set up to 
justify policy changes in a long run. To make a change with a bottom-up manner in 
Hong Kong is one of the inevitable front line for the betterment of its civic society.

Clara Cheung
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Chapter 2

Aestheticisation of Politics: 
A Conflation of Heritage Revitalisation 
and Community Arts

Isabella S. W. Yun 

Introduction

Walter Benjamin introduced the term “aestheticisation of politics” in the 1930s in 
his analysis on the relation between aesthetics and politics. Benjamin (1969, 19-
20) argued that authoritarian power has strongly attempted to aestheticise politics, 
governing proletarianised masses in an artful way without affecting the existing 
property relations that the masses struggle to overturn and reset. The outcome of 
aestheticising politics has not reached the level of war, as Benjamin claimed. 

Now in modern society, perception, experience and knowledge can be craftily 
altered by decentralised agencies when they put “governmentality” in place, 
which, as Foucault defines it, is “understood in the broad sense of techniques and 
procedures for directing human behavior” (2014, 82). The power of governmentality 
is not directly exercised through governing policies from the top authority; rather, 
it is indirectly accomplished by rules and regulations made on a daily basis, 
causing people to react in a procedural and pre-designed pattern without noticing 
the changes. Arts administrators and cultural managers in non-government 
organisations who work with decentralised socio-cultural responsibilities from 
the authorities are certainly key players in the cultural system that formulates rules 
and exercises regulatory power in their relation with government, artists and the 
community.  In this sense, governmentality affects artists in creation, production 
and communication, and the cultural agencies have “agency function” to maintain 
relatively stable and secure conditions, called homeostasis in Foucault’s writing 
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(2003, 249), to reach for universal moral goods. Agencies nurture artists for the 
community, frame arguments and thereby produce communication and knowledge 
in the constant fluid power relation.  

As Peter Drucker (2001, 163), an Austrian management scholar, indicated, managing 
capacity can be divided into two categories: doing the right thing and doing things 
right.  In this context, agency function refers to the latter in the complex government-
artist-community relation because, according to Dreyfus and Rabinow, “People 
know what they do; frequently they know why they do what they do; but what they 
don’t know is what they do does” (1982, 187). Cultural agencies in modern society 
are able to contemplate moral dilemmas and after-effects of policy and regulation in 
the complex and multilateral relation.  

From the variety of consequences, I have investigated the Heritage Revitalisation 
Scheme in the Hong Kong Central District to articulate the skeleton of aestheticising 
politics. Would these agencies in the Scheme operate with respect to government-
imposed objectives of the Revitalising Historic Buildings Through Partnership 
Scheme: “[t]o preserve and put historical buildings into good and innovative use; to 
transform historic buildings into unique cultural landmarks; to promote active public 
participation in the conservation of historic buildings; to create job opportunities 
in particular at the district level”? Would these non-government agencies manage 
arts and heritage by creating rules and measures, and, as such, act as the authority?  
Would there be an artistic director capable of aesthetic communication when 
encountering participants? And, if so, what are the implications for the nexus 
between heritage conservation and arts participation in the community?  This study 
offers an original interpretation of the relation between history, aesthetics and artist 
mentality (personality in practice) through the reciprocal and symmetrical structure 
of arts and management. The analysis will take a closer look at a new approach - the 
conflation of heritage revitalisation and art events in public spaces for the community. 

Distinctive Historical Gaze 

A cultural system, in a particular place and a particular time, has its own boundaries 
with historical, aesthetic and political perceptions in the social realm. In the last 
century, colonial sovereignty in Hong Kong did not exercise power over the 
colonised by affirming its dominion over property rights and public spaces.  People 
encountered commercial theatres and movie houses along main streets, highly visible 
in the public culture.  Public parks and squares were free and accessible for all. Free-

1 Passive acceptance in the regime of arts was embedded in the positive non-interventionism that cultural policies were exercised by relatively 
pro-active practices with “just right” support without coercive restriction in the absence of official interpretation and recognition.
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to-air television and radio broadcasting systems were available in the 1960s, some of 
which presented controversial ethnic and social issues in addition to entertainment. 
Tsang Tsou-choi (a.k.a. King of Kowloon) created graffiti in the form of calligraphy 
in the 1960s and this was acceptable to the colonial government.  

The approach was sovereign juxtaposition, mingling the passive acceptance1 and 
inclusion of Chinese local culture and customs to consider people’s  “progress” 
in (Western) cultural values by virtue of consent and inattention. The colonial 
government even allowed an evasive attitude in daily entertainment, religion, 
and art preferences, as long as the colonial needs for political life were confined 
and consumed in their cultural life. In other words, the government surrendered 
regulatory practices in public spaces to increase freedom and autonomy for 
proletariats and thus compensate for their limited property rights and circumscribed 
political life.  
 
Heritage conservation in those days merited conversation; the focus was on 
accessibility for all and for future generations in ways to celebrate colonial governance 
in socio-cultural contributions. For instance, the Flagstaff House Museum of Tea 
Ware (1984) in Admiralty was made open to the public, and the exhibit was a rational 
choice, since tea ware had become the most popular merchandise between China 
and European countries since the 17th century.  In its own logic of accessibility, the 
Ping Shan Tang Clan Gallery cum Heritage Trail Visitors Centre (1993) emphasised 
historical and architectural significance, not only a single point of the building, 
but rather covering the features of the entire district, taking into account its 
dynamic and complex historical and cultural factors The Old Stanley Police Station 
(2002)2 revealed a trail of public-private partnership by transforming itself into a 
supermarket, and the corporate became a cultural agent for revitalisation. With the 
logic of accessibility applied to government/business cultural entrepreneurship, the 
experience of seeing objects was put in conjunction with touching the materials of 
objects, and accessibility was expanded to authenticity; this aesthetic experience 
created greater impact and understanding in everyday life. 

Obligations and Effects of the Heritage Revitalisation Policy

On the threshold of the post-colonial period, people live in a new century of cultural 
demands that collide with the developing changes of property rights and economic 
policies. When the Antiquities and Monuments Ordinance was on the agenda for 
review shortly after 2000, even with years of debate over its power and responsibilities, 

2 The Old Stanley Police Station partnered with Welcome (惠康) from 2002 to 2018, and Park’n Shop  (百佳) from 2018 to the present.
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the review was terminated in 2004. One factor involved was the concept of cultural 
economy, which promised successful global cities especially through cultural 
tourism, which largely depended on low-skilled labor. In 2003, Henry Tong Ying-
yen (唐英年) led the Tourism Strategy Group to draw on the experience of New York 
and other metropolitan cities, in the hope of branding “landmark districts” which 
featured shopping, food and culture. Lan Kwai Fong was considered an emblematic 
success and the next testing ground would have been an adjacent project, covering 
the former Central Police Station, Central Magistracy and Victoria Prison in the 
Central District (Wen Wei Po).
 
Added to this major momentum, policies were immediately enforced in 2004. “We are 
proceeding with heritage tourism projects at the former Marine Police Headquarters, 
and the Central Police Station, Victoria Prison and the former Central Magistracy 
Compound” (2004 Policy Address, 8). However, the government did not live up to 
the expectations of the arts sector by placing the Antiquities and Monuments Offices 
(AMO) under the Development Bureau in 2007, relocating it from the power line for 
the public culture to the master plan of economy. The transition concluded with the 
establishment of AMO’s Expert Panel - an advisory board at best. 

It might be said that AMO’s authority had been isolated from gaining legislative 
power for recurrent resources and execution authority in heritage conservation.  
The effect of this deployment began an adverse history of heritage conservation; the 
HoTung Garden became a failed case in 2012. To the detriment of historical and 
cultural integrity only trifling parts of King Yin Lei, Haw Par Mansion and Garden 
were merely conserved. Monuments were set upon the bargaining table between the 
government and landlords, where the government seemed to place preference to 
austerity, instead of “redeeming” the heritage whose market value had been soaring 
under the high land price policy.  
 
There was less temptation to blame the fate of historical sites and the loss of organic 
activities in communities, as people were prone to discuss arts and cultural enterprises 
for revitalisation schemes. This public-private partnership went uncontrolled into 
the dire predicament of fervent protest against the demolition of the Lee Tung Street 
(1918-2004) in the Wanchai District, followed by another protest for Queen’s Pier 
(1954-2007) and Star Ferry Terminal (1957-2007) in the Central District.

Revenge for socio-cultural justice began with explicit utterances in the heritage 
conservation movement that questioned postcolonial government visions. As the 
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year 2007 began, another batch of heritage revitalisation projects unfolded. The 
Jockey Club Creative Arts Centre (2008), PMQ (2014), and Taikwun (2018) were 
transformed into cultural use from a factory estate, the Police Married Quarters, and 
the Compound of Central Police Station, Victoria Prison and the Central Magistracy, 
respectively. These projects were linked to the belief that the expression and reflection 
of arts and culture ought to be rooted in an all-embracing condition, and intended to 
provoke local cultural interests for economic interests, presenting new revitalisation 
projects as positive steps that were beyond dispute in the process of decentralisation 
for arts and cultural services.

Role and Effect of Community Arts in Heritage Sites

Community arts, in the context of the massive revitalisation plan of a political 
centre in Central District, refers to the theme of a continuous history tied to colonial 
governance and to the task of reprise.  To conflate artistic ideas and colonial buildings 
is to question in historical and aesthetic terms how the meaning of art is presented 
for public negotiation and participation. What, then, provoked these conservation 
and revitalisation plans The commingling of heritage and arts produced three 
confirmations of aesthetic politics that Benjamin, Bourdieu and Foucault indicated.  
These include Benjamin’s aura of arts in the realm of authenticity and Bourdieu’s 
aesthetic judgment that assails the belief that artists’ autonomy is related to arts and 
cultural institutions. These two perceptions suggest a third stance: that the master 
revitalisation plan in the Central District brings cultural agents to the attention of 
Foucault’s regulatory power.
 
First, the current concern with the power of heritage revitalisation cannot be 
simplified in the way presented and confused with insufficient knowledge in cultural 
management. If we examine Benjamin’s concept of auratic art and its link to history, 
the cult value of art is conditional upon the context of tradition that “bears the mark 
of the history to which the work has been subject” (Benjamin 2002, 103). At the very 
least, the faded past and the lost beauty claim their place by being “discontinuous”, 
making room in the cultural imagination for artists and community members to 
produce consensual truths through the art. This historical and aesthetical constructed 
auratic art has the power to penetrate into our understanding for in-depth reflection 
because of its sense of authenticity (地道).

In both the Taikwun and PMQ revitalisation plans, the sites have been overshadowed 
by an imposed exhibition value, the focus falling, instead, on the role of culture 
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capital in the establishment of referentiality. Within such an arrangement, stories 
of policemen and criminals, crimes and punishments, misjudged cases, and such 
significant socio-cultural changes as the first death sentence of a woman in the 
Central District magistracy were enveloped. As in the case of Haw Par Villa, the 
Chinese belief in reincarnation and teaching with spices of Indian and Nanyang (南
洋) decorations in its Tiger Palm Garden were demolished, leaving the mansion to 
represent and rewrite the whole. This is true for many of these heritage sites.  They 
have become sterilized colonial mansions with sheer exhibition value, leaving 
nothing for contemplation, and reducing the auratic and experimental spectrum of 
the arts created on their premises.
 
Second, our postcolonial artistic vision and aesthetic perception can fall far short of 
modernity without the security of property rights. As Bourdieu (1984, 4) indicated, 
“[a]esthetic perception is necessarily historical, inasmuch as it is differential, 
relational, attentive to the deviations (ecarts) which make styles.”  If colonial history 
possesses content and meaning for art and cultural events, aesthetic perception 
plays a role for rationalising “difficult” history into the production of consensual 
truths for postcolonial societies. Thus the Australian government intervened into 
the revitalisation of the Fremantle Lunatic Asylum and Melbourne Abbotsford 
Convent, both of which have been redeveloped into community arts centres 
(Darian-Smith 2019). 

A diverse practice was learnt from Times Square, wherein the government 
revitalised the public market place and the tram terminal with the help of 
commercial enterprises. However, barely any part of the plan ever came to fruition. 
The South China Morning Post reported (Zhao 2018) that Times Square was 
accused of private ownership of public space and expelling artists with its managing 
and disciplinary power. 

An even more complex case occurred in Heritage 1881, which was transformed 
from the Marine Police Headquarters in 2003 into a “district landmark” through 
the partnership with Cheung Kong Holdings. This property company tried in vain 
to create a shopping mall and hotel that would emanate cultural value. What was 
missing in this idea of heritage conservation through arts and culture?  The owner 
of the public space had a direct relation to the aesthetic perception; in fact, the most 
controversial argument about the relation between heritage revitalisation and the 
arts was the ownership of the public space for community aspirations, an issue which 
had been overlooked.  
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Ownership of property here refers to the rights of usage, exclusive rights to derive 
income, and free alienable rights, at the direction of economist Steven N. S. Cheung 
(1983). As people hoped to show, PMQ and Taikwun came into play with a new 
raison d’etre: a charity-led agency would be accountable for the community and 
artists’ autonomy rather than swallowed up by plutocrats. Indeed, we might expect 
that from the notion of heritage revitalisation, what makes art a stimulus is artists’ 
interpretation of historical and cultural meanings of the heritage site. It is questionable 
whether PMQ and Taikwun exhibited a test of immediacy, facilitating short-term, 
project-based and ad hoc commissions to implement quantitative measures of their 
accomplishments. In particular, the sites were branded into a cultural landmark with 
a sheer focus on “aesthetic-less” participation, randomizing artists’ usage rights, 
shaping the artist-agency relation in an intermittent manner and managing artistic 
personalities to prioritize short-term fruitions although not through compliance 
with custom and aesthetic tradition. The central question is if the cultural agents 
tended to surrender the nature of the creative process, which is based largely on 
non-immediacy and reciprocal dependency between aesthetic communication and 
artistic interpretation, for their own institutional interests.

Function and Power of Cultural Agency

Third, the answers given to these questions correlate with Foucault’s idea of regulatory 
power where examination and leadership lie. A basic key to understanding power and 
accountability of cultural agency is its capacity for the teacher-disciple relation and 
shepherd-sheep relationship (2021, 85-86). It seems increasingly critical to construct 
thought-provoking relationships with continuous explorations and aspirations. 
Foucault defines this teacher-disciple bonding as a form of ephemeral obedience 
relation,-a “momentary dependence” (2021, 93) in fluid structure to ensure that the 
teacher and the disciple give each other power over themselves.  

The working experience of an artistic director is a prime example of teacher-
disciple relation. Ballet legend, Mikhail Baryshnikov, the former artistic director 
of the American Ballet Theater explored this relationship with a metaphor: the 
“examination of watermelon”. Though the watermelon sounds deep when thumped, 
it can still have a hollow heart. Though artist selection is not what the director had 
expected, the role of teacher uses a tailored means to bring out the quality in disciples, 
and the obedience (relation) starts with examination and is followed by leadership 
in their necessary alliance. This obedience relation is productive and holds the 
greatest potential for venturing into experimental depth for artistic breakthrough 
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and transmitting knowledge in the continuity of history and tradition.  
 
The establishment of a meadow of salvation for artists, which is necessarily indirect 
leadership, has become a challenge for cultural agents. This requires agents to 
function with a gaze of surveillance that is personalised for resident artists in 
heritage sites, to strive to expand artists’ personalities without excessive force, and 
frame their styles for the understanding of community members. That is to say, there 
is a socio-culturally constructed condition to lead creative impulses and cultural 
insights for aesthetic communication in their reciprocal relation. What makes this 
condition crucial for arts and cultural encounters? The agent function creates an aura 
where artists are able to become sensitive through the history of the site and view 
themselves and their community in modern times.  

In the shepherd-sheep relation, the leader is he who forgoes this auratic condition 
to initiate the invention and authenticity. An artistic director can be the leader in 
this relation, but it takes more than that. The shepherd-sheep relation embodies 
metaphorical results of the birth of Tanztheater at the time of the 1968 revolts. The 
reception of Pina Bausch’s Tanztheater was not an accident; it was the consequence 
of non-immediacy in the communication and negotiation among artists, critics 
and property owners in the society. At the time Pina was conducting experiments 
in the binary genres of heritage art and melodrama, Jochen Schmidt emerged as 
her life-time critic, safeguarding and interpreting the German style, standing out 
from the spreading impact of the American contemporary dance genre (Schmidt 
1997, Backcover). At the same time, Arno Wüstenhöfer, the theatre manager of 
Wuppertaler Bühnen (1964 – 1977), offered Pina a ritual space, the Wuppertal 
Tanztheater, in 1973 and secured her creative vision from the critical challenge of 
patrons and audiences.  This took about 20 years, and this rationalisation process 
might have easily been upset by overemphasis on commercial measures.  
 
When we consider the public square in PMQ or Taikwun as the meadows of salvation 
for sheep, do we consider that artists are being examined for their historical sensitivity 
in “difficult” sites? Does a barren hole frame our feeble perception of the postcolonial 
style?  Since the new forms of friction were geared to marketing techniques and 
promoting strategy without historical testimony and artistic personality, we may 
witness boundaries to artists’ deeper aesthetic communication, limiting their 
exploration into the hollowed out heritage sites, or even worse, directing them into 
socio-cultural emptiness.
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The security of heritage history, use rights of public spaces, and ongoing aesthetic 
communication (friction) have been an interwoven challenge for cultural agencies.  
The conflation of heritage revitalisation and art enhances aesthetic experiences by 
the very fact of the cultural value created, no matter how small, and the ownership 
rights for artistic direction.  This commingling would otherwise be dreadful and 
run the risk of the aestheticisation of politics--the ultimate concern--that is linked 
to the accountability of decentralized cultural agencies/institutions, thus deterring 
freedom of auratic art creation and freedom of expression in the course of aesthetic 
“friction”. In The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Benjamin focuses 
on dictatorial power: “[s]ee its salvation in granting expression to the masses--but on 
no account granting them rights” (1969, 121).  He was responding to the prominent 
ideology raised by Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels (2004, 66) that states:

[T]he ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas, 
i.e., the class which is the ruling material force of society, is at the 
same time its ruling intellectual force. The class which has the 
means of material production at its disposal, has control at the 
same time over the means of mental production, so that thereby, 
generally speaking, the ideas of those who lack the means of 
mental production are subject to it.  Creative force dries out, 
converge, and proselytise in the pursuit of popularisation. 

Aestheticising politics consumes freedom by means of procedural regulations, 
giving artistic freedom of expression without affecting the existing power structure, 
ownership of space, domination of examination and leadership. However, the secret 
of examination and leadership is not in inventing excessive power over the movement 
of sheep in the meadows where cruel shepherds maintain watch. For Nikolas Rose, 
the agencies can become a social gaze (1999, 114), accountable to the ruling class 
and lopsided to invent cruel “knowledge” of regulations. It is not the examination 
and leadership that is the problem: it is the degree and constancy of power exercised 
over the artists in question. 

Conclusion

In Hong Kong, the consequence diverges from the universal measure, not creating an 
accumulation of history and aesthetic tradition, with which aesthetic experience and 
communication may be enshrined but rather sacrificing them in the aestheticisation 
of politics. In the context of Hong Kong’s decolonisation, understanding the 
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aestheticisation of politics enables the cultural agencies to be conscious of the 
effects of policies, from which rules and regulations proceed in a linear fashion.  
As the potential negation of aesthetic experience and cultural democracy, certain 
deployment comes in parallel with the freedom of expression, artistic autonomy 
and art perception of the community members can be seized with the control over 
historical gaze, property rights and aesthetic experience in the public space. 
 
Of course, there are tensions between the freedom of decentralised agencies and 
rules for creative artists as Hong Kong transitions from its colonial characteristics 
to a post-colonial uncertainty. The best way to arrive at a practical possibility 
of heritage revitalisation with arts and culture, I suggest, is to examine Walter 
Benjamin’s aestheticisation of politics and to proceed by means of Foucauldian 
analysis on agential power. While arts administrators and cultural managers are part 
of the ruling class in the cultural system, their sensitivity to historical and cultural 
vitality should not be hindered to an enthusiastic extent by regulation. Their dualistic 
accountabilities to the authority and the community remind us, first of all, to engage 
with possibilities for the correlation of tradition and its modern interpretation in the 
community arts and then to engage with complex and multilateral socio-cultural 
interests for human potentialities of aesthetic knowledge in modern society.
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Introduction 

Vital to the traditional arts in multicultural Singapore, Chinese instrumental music 
is compelled to “adapt in a way that it keeps its identity and yet becomes part of the 
present” (Thumboo 2020, 8). The preservation of traditional art forms is critical as it 
defines the nation’s distinctive identity.1

While the arts in Singapore find new ways to propel in a new pandemic world, 
traditional arts consequently too, face increasing challenges in withstanding the 
currents of modernisation (Quek 2020, 29). Attracting new audiences amidst 
the current backdrop of digitisation is a priority for Chinese instrumental music 
companies. Generation Z (Gen Z) are soon to be the most populous generation as 
they are accountable for more than one-third of the global population of 7.7 billion 
(Deloitte 2019, 22). Specified as those born after 1995, Gen Z will eventually be key 
stakeholders of the arts as the generation grows and matures as audiences and patrons.2

Chinese orchestral music is currently “undermined by its stereotypical conception 
as a second-rate musical genre” as compared to Western music (Wong and Fu 2021, 
275). With the ethnic label of “Chinese” music, the artform bears a stigma of being 
“backwards” by the majority (ibid.), and the words “Chinese” and “traditional” carry 
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3 National Arts Council “2017 Population Survey of the Arts”
4 National Arts Council, “Arts Master Plan Annex E”

a negative connotation of being “out of date”, “old fashion” and “uncool” within 
mainstream cultures (Quek 2021, 33). The problem lies with appealing to Gen Z, 
who has entirely different habits and understandings as compared to millennials or 
preceding generations (MediaOne n.d.). The 2017 Population Survey on the Arts 
further confirms the unfavourable plight of the scene as only seven per cent of the 
Student demographic, encompassing Gen Z, of the survey attended a Traditional 
Ethnic Music event, rendering it inferior to 3 other genres – Popular, Rock, 
Indie/ Alternative Music, Western Classical Music and Vocal Music.3 To enhance 
participation among external audiences, Chinese instrumental music organisations 
have to overcome perceptual barriers of and attitudes and perception of being 
backwards in nature. As long as audiences view the arts as “exclusive, elite, abstract, 
or otherwise not related to their lives,” they will not be inclined to participate 
(McCarthy and Jinnett 2001, 33).

However, with the support of the government, community and individuals, Singapore’s 
Chinese instrumental music scene went through a search for a unique Singaporean 
Chinese music identity in the past decade. Fresh experiments and endeavours ensued 
as musicians of the scene contributed to this new movement (Quek 2020, 28).  

The National Arts Council’s Traditional Arts Plan, initiated in 2011, was committed 
to improve excellence of productions, growing new strong companies as well as to 
increase audience base and accessibility to traditional arts. The plan pathed the way 
for the development of younger Chinese music companies to conceive impactful 
new identities in traditional Chinese music.4 Today, national orchestra Singapore 
Chinese Orchestra (SCO) and two younger Chinese instrumental music companies 
that reside under the auspices of Singapore’s National Arts Council’s Major Grant 
Scheme - Ding Yi Music Company and The TENG Company - are the largest 
financially and in size. Together the three organisations are recognised as the market 
leaders in Singapore for Chinese instrumental music. 

The emergence of these new Chinese instrumental music companies, alongside 
national orchestra SCO, signifies an organic growth of the scene (Heng 2020, 240) 
and is being updated to retain its power and relevance (Thumboo 2020, 8). These new 
companies diversify the scene as they explore a fresh variation of music as they do 
not restrict themselves to the orthodox Chinese orchestral format (Heng 2020, 239). 

Arts institutions are constantly seeking ways to “increase public’s access and exposure 
to their activities” where a strong focus on audience development has emerged 
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(Walmsley 2019, 153). As the life-blood of the performing arts (ibid. v), audiences 
are crucial for Chinese instrumental music companies in Singapore. At 17.5% of 
Singapore’s population and the first generation that has never known a world without 
cyberspace and internet connection (Deloitte 2019, 4), Gen Z is a generation that is 
unlike any other (Manjur, n.d.). Gen Z are now conquering the market and setting 
new standards– forcing change in every industry (PwC 2020, 5). 

Like Millennials and younger generations today, it has been uncovered for Gen Z to 
have very different habits and expectations as compared to older audiences (Puah 
2020, 37). Large research bodies worldwide have been attempting to understand the 
generation to predict its impact on the economy collectively. These studies provide 
relevant findings aligned with the research objectives of uncovering the music and 
consumption habits of Gen Z. An understanding of pertinent motivations can 
help the arts identify target markets and how best to communicate with audiences 
(McCarthy and Jinnett 2001, 35).

Findings of a study done by PwC Europe (PwC) constructed insights to understand 
how young consumers think and behave (PwC 2020, 4). Based on a 10,000 
respondent survey of consumers in Europe with 2000 Gen Z respondents, PwC’s 
research found the younger generation to be more “tech-savvy” and demanding than 
any other generation (ibid., 5). In a mobile-first environment with perpetual access 
to the internet, it is unsurprising that extensive technological advances today allows 
increased connectivity with the world and has resulted in new forms of consumer 
behaviour (ibid., 5 and 18).

Key insights show that convenience is key for Gen Z consumers who “demand 
technologies that can be tailored precisely to individual needs” (PwC 2020, 7.) “On 
Demand” is a key term when dissecting this generation (ibid., 31). Watching videos, 
TV or movies and listening to music on demand is now essential for young consumers 
(ibid., 28). This form of evolving technology permits individuals to control personal 
entertainment experiences and is common to hear about consumers “curating” what 
and when consumers engage in (Byrnes 2015, 166). 

PwC’s research also found that 95% of Gen Z consumers use social media daily (2020, 
11). Around one-third of the respondents rely on new media or social media platforms 
to stay up-to-date about current affairs (ibid., 31). In the Singaporean context, it was 
highlighted in the National Arts Council’s 2017 Population Survey on the Arts that social 
media was the main source of information on the arts among Students, a demographic 
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that encompasses Gen Z, while older generations are engaged better via traditional 
media. Large bodies and key players of Singapore’s art scene like The Esplanade have 
made adjustments in an attempt to engage this digitally savvy generation.5 

In today’s pandemic world, it is necessary to understand how this emerging cohort 
makes choices to communicate as it allows Chinese instrumental music companies 
to engage and develop Gen Z audiences. Without the understanding of relevant 
motivations and touchpoints of a generation, it is difficult for arts organisations to 
identify who is likely to be inclined toward their organisation and how best to convey 
their message (McCarthy and Jinnett 2001, 35).

Research Methodology 

Conducted in 2020-2021 in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, this study used 
a mixed-method research approach with a combination of both qualitative and 
quantitative methods. The study seeks to discover means and methods for Chinese 
instrumental music companies to develop Gen Z audiences. The use of more than 
one research approach increases confidence in the findings through the confirmation 
of a proposition with multiple measures (Heale and Forbes 2013, 98). The research 
was conducted in four phases (Figure. 1) comprising both primary and secondary 
data collection.
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Figure 1. Four-phase research design
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Phase 1: Literature review
Literature was combed in the initial research stages of the study as there is scarce 
published research on topics and subjects surrounding Singaporean Chinese music.

Phase 2: Survey on Gen Z
To assess and understand the Singaporean Gen Z population, an electronic survey 
was developed next to gather quantitative and qualitative data through a mixture 
of close and open-ended questions. The sample pool defined were Singaporeans or 
permanent residents of Singapore aged 16 to 25, which mimics significant consumer 
market research. 

The survey was circulated digitally to Gen Z individuals, through social media and 
relied on the snowball sampling method. The survey concluded with 96 responses 
with only 12.5% of respondents having identified as avid Chinese orchestral music 
listeners. 83% of the sample were Students with the remaining 17% being National 
Service Men or Working adults. 58.3% of the respondents were Females, 40.6% 
Males and 1% identified as Non-Binary. The racial composition of the respondents 
were 76% Chinese, 12.5% Malay, 7.3% Indian and 5.2% others.  

For purposes of this study, the words CO music was used as an umbrella term in 
the survey to represent all forms of Chinese instrumental music which includes 
Chinese orchestras, Chinese chamber music and Chinese instrumental solos. The 
term Chinese orchestra music (or CO music) is, while not accurate, colloquially used 
to signify all forms of Chinese instrumental music in Singapore.

Phase 3: Interviews with Chinese instrumental music companies 
In-depth interviews were conducted with management of the three major Chinese 
instrumental music companies in Singapore. 

Interviews were conducted with: June Teo, Assistant Director for Marketing and 
Communications of SCO; Elvia Goh, General Manager of Ding Yi Music Company 
and Yang Ji Wei, Executive Director and Co-Founder of The TENG Company. 

Phase 4: Focus Group and Interviews with Singaporean Gen Z musicians
A multi-racial focus group of four Gen Z participants who did the survey in 
Phase 2 and agreed to be contacted for further research was conducted. The group 
consisted of two Chinese, one ethnic Malay and one ethnic Indian. Interviews with 
Singaporean Gen Z Chinese musicians were also conducted. 

Untapped audiences of Chinese instrumental music
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Phase 4 discussions benefited from themes and issues that surfaced from the previous 
interviews and survey in Phases 2 and 3. Themes that surfaced in the earlier phases 
included: 1) Chinese instrumental music’s form and format, 2) Chinese instrumental 
music’s accessibility and distribution and 3) the impact of the pandemic on Chinese 
instrumental music in Singapore.

The Gen Z Chinese musicians interviewed were: Calista Liaw an Erhu player who 
currently studies music professionally in National University of Singapore; Jonathan 
Ngeow a young professional Ruan Musician and Ryan Lim, an Erhu player and 
current co-concertmaster of the Singapore National Youth Chinese Orchestra.

The research design allowed for systematic analysis to occur progressively where 
qualitative material were able to be synthesised alongside quantitative findings. 

Findings

Pop music is the overwhelming genre of choice of Gen Zs

Since the rise of globalisation, perimeters have been blurred between music genres. 
Having been exposed to an abundance of non-conventional traditional music 
performances of altered styles and languages from a young age (Quek 2020, 22-23), 
it is typical for Gen Z to listen to a variety of genres.

6 Research Survey, January 2021, Singapore 

Samantha Tham, Samuel Wong 

Figure 2. Survey results for music choice of Gen Zs



37

Figure 2 shows the findings of our survey. Pop music emerged as the top genre choice 
of Gen Z in our survey, selected by a whopping 79.2% of respondents.6 

Gen Zs are not targeted by Chinese instrumental music companies 

Teo from SCO explains that Gen Z are not the main target audience of Chinese 
instrumental music companies in Singapore, with their current target audiences 
aimed at older demographics.7

Ding Yi Music Company programmes its shows to target Chinese instrumental 
music lovers that fall in the demographic of middle-aged and above. The company 
also conducts programmes that reach out to younger students and children.8 
Ruan musician Ngeow identifies a gap in audience captivation efforts by Chinese 
instrumental music companies, saying that Gen Z audiences are usually overlooked.9 
Most Chinese instrumental music companies do not have programmes that are 
catered towards the Gen Z population currently and this could be detrimental for 
sustainability in the future.

Current marketing and publicity efforts of most Chinese instrumental music 
companies revolve around traditional media outlets and traditional platforms. Erhu 
player and co-concertmaster Lim revealed that even though traditional media still 
has some presence, it currently has little impact on Gen Zs.10 According to SCO’s Teo, 
the orchestra primarily publicises events in local Chinese newspaper, Lianhe Zaobao 
and various Chinese music radio stations which are not relevant to Gen Z.11

Mismatching perceptions between Singaporean Gen Z on Chinese instrumental 
music and Chinese music companies on Gen Z perception
 
The words “Chinese” and “traditional” carry a negative connotation of being “out 
of date”, “old fashion” and “uncool” within mainstream cultures (Quek 2020, 33). 
Ding Yi’s Goh says that the company struggles to compete with Western influences. 
She bemoans, “there tends to be a harder way of getting [Gen Zs] to accept Chinese 
culture rather than a Western culture… I think from the onset that’s really a 
challenge”.12

SCO’s Teo expressed that Classical music is unpopular in Singapore, and Chinese 
instrumental music companies have it worse due to the traditional sound, 
instruments and compositions.13 

6 Research Survey, January 2021, Singapore 
7 June Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
8 Elvia Goh, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
9 Jonathan Ngeow, Group Interview, February 2021, Singapore

10 Ryan Lim, Personal Interview, March 2021, Singapore
11 June Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
12 Elvia Goh, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
13 Elvia Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore 
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Ngeow mentioned that most people have the perception of the music being “loud 
and noisy” and people still understand Chinese instrumental music as Chinese 
traditional music from a few decades ago.14 Additionally, Lim expressed that he is 
apprehensive and finds it a challenge to disclose his passion in Erhu and status as 
a Chinese instrumental musician to his peers because he is concerned about the 
negative reactions and stereotypes of his peers.15 

However, in our survey among Gen Zs, it was found that there is a disconnection 
between the impressions that Gen Zs have of Chinese instrumental music and the 
impressions that the Chinese musicians and companies have of Gen Zs.

Likert scale questions were posed in the survey to understand perceptions of the 
art form, in which respondents were asked to rate negative and positive statements 
concerning Chinese instrumental music. Results convey that Gen Zs are receptive 
with positive perception of Chinese instrumental music generally. In Figure 3, results 

14 Jonathan Ngeow, Group Interview, February 2021, Singapore
15 Ryan Lim, Personal Interview, March 2021, Singapore

Figure 3. Survey results on negative statements of Chinese instrumental music

Figure 4. Survey results on positive statements of Chinese instrumental music
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show that most respondents agree and strongly agree that the music is not relatable. 
This finding could possibly hold the key to growing the Singaporean Gen Z audience. 
Respondents also disagreed with the rest of the negative statements such as “the 
music form is old fashioned or outdated or the music is boring and uninteresting”. 
Positive statements in Figure 4 were generally agreed with. There is a mismatch 
in perceptions between the views held by the Chinese music companies and 
practitioners and the Gen Z surveyed. 

Reaching Singaporean Gen Zs and how they search for new music

Byrnes emphasises that the heightened focus with “any-time digital consumption” 
creates an audience that does not recognise traditions related to how arts 
organisations perform or deliver their content (2015, 166). As a “social generation”, 
it is typical for Gen Z to document and share enhanced social experiences on digital 
platforms for the global audience (MediaOne n.d.). In PwC’s research, one-quarter 
of Gen Z respondents stated that they have been influenced by influencers or 
celebrities (2020, 31). To reach out to digital natives, PwC urges media companies 
to focus on personalised and on-demand distribution, combining a “solid social 
media presence” to attract consumers as they expect a seamless connection across all 
touchpoints and a consistent customer experience (ibid., 19).  

The diversification of digital efforts to reach out to audiences could potentially be a 
gateway for Gen Z. Our focus group discussions revealed that influencer marketing is 
prevalent among the generation, and the group views influencer marketing as a major 
sales-driving factor for companies.16 Participants in our focus group expressed that 
they have been influenced by celebrities and influencers on social media platforms 
and observed that their peers behave similarly as well. Additionally, influencers’ 
content is more relatable as it is not viewed to be as exclusive as celebrities; such 
content has a higher impact on Singaporean Gen Zs.17

Yang from The TENG Company shared that it is currently enhancing its marketing 
capabilities and has expanded its marketing team to specifically work on content 
creation for social media.18 Similarly, SCO is currently venturing into influencer 
marketing but is unsure of the efficiency of it as there are very few “special influencers” 
who are relevant to Chinese instrumental music.19  

As a result of COVID-19, Singaporean Chinese music instrumental companies have 
been forced to grow their online efforts - essential to stay relevant in this digital 

16 Brenda Poh, Mikko Neo, Raesmi Nambiar, and Ernie Martha, Focus Group, February 2021, Singapore
17 ibid.
18 Yang Jiwei, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
19 June Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
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age. All organisations interviewed currently are on major music digital streaming 
platforms and are releasing music periodically. Goh shared that Ding Yi Music 
Company is currently trying to “reach as many kinds of different channels…those 
different channels also have a different base as well”.20 

The pandemic is presenting an opportunity for Chinese instrumental music 
companies to engage with digitally native Gen Zs. The Gen Z audience however, can 
only be harvested if digital outreach is done strategically.

As Gen Z’s experience of life is far broader than previous generations (Kolb 2000, 
26), the rise of the internet with a plethora of avenues online means Gen Z no longer 
look to a single disposition for cultural meaning or entertainment. Kolb expresses 
that the young population residing in this multimedia and cross-cultural climate 
would prefer performances that feature “music combined with other art forms and 
which use modern staging techniques” (ibid.). 

Figure 5. Survey results on preferred platforms for music consumption in Gen Z

Figure 6. Survey results on preferred devices for music consumption in Gen Z

20 Elvia Goh, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
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Our survey results show that a large majority of Gen Z respondents use digital 
devices such as phones and computers to consume music via major music streaming 
platforms such as Spotify and Apple Music, as well as video streaming platform, 
YouTube. Music videos and digital concerts are a common sight on social media 
pages of music organisations in Singapore.21 However, not all online Chinese 
instrumental music content gains traction. SCO has also been releasing free-for-all 
sessions of past concerts performed in the last few years on social media in times of 
COVID-19 but to lukewarm results.22 

The impact of an abundance of free-for-all content residing on social media is 
detrimental as it affects the performance of ticketed digital events. Teo warns that 
excessive release of music content could be a “double-edged sword” as it renders 
ticketed digital concerts obsolete.23 Teo also observed that individuals are not ready 
to pay for digital concerts which is an issue faced across the arts sector in Singapore.24

Our survey and focus group participants show that a large majority of Singaporean 
Gen Z use public transport and they consume music most when they are 
commuting.25 Other studies have also shown that Singaporean Gen Z consumers 
are used to public transport and value their journey time for communication and 
entertainment – which means that seamless connectivity is a key feature for Gen 
Z while commuting (PwC 2020, 16). These findings emphasise that the ability to 
harness the time around transportation commutes could be a possible touchpoint for 
Chinese instrumental music companies to grow Gen Z audiences. 

Liaw, who commutes via public transport frequently, identified that arts groups in 
Singapore can tap on traditional advertising on public transport to reach out to more 
audiences.26 She highlighted a past campaign of The TENG Company that seized 
the opportunity.27 In a collaboration with advertising giant, JCDecaux, The TENG 
Company had a multitude of youth-appealing designed bus stops advertisements 
nationwide for over six months from 2020 to 2021. 

The advertisements included a call-to-action for young commuters to scan and listen 
to the organisation’s curated playlist instantly on Spotify. Liaw adds that it “really 
makes a difference as to making music more accessible. It’s not just raising awareness, 
but you’re giving them direct access to your music”.28 The TENG Company’s 
Executive Director Yang believes that even though not all young commuters may 
have scanned the advertisement, it would serve as great brand recognition for TENG 
amongst Gen Zs.29  

21 Research Survey, January 2021 Singapore
22 June Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
23 ibid.
24 ibid.
25 Research Survey, January 2021, Singapore

26 Calista Liaw, Group Interview, February 2021, Singapore
27 ibid.
28 ibid.
29 Yang Ji Wei, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
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Chinese instrumental music companies need to diversify to multiple digital 
platforms strategically to allow them to stay relevant to younger generations. Focus 
group participants shared that TikTok is a popular avenue for Gen Z to be exposed 
to new music due to its form of content and that Gen Zs have moved past online 
platforms like Facebook.30 Survey participants also divulged that social media is vital 
for Gen Z to find new music. Due to an individual’s high level of usage, one is likely 
to learn about new releases through social media.31

Gen Zs relate better to Fusion Music

Our survey has also found that Gen Z would like to see Chinese instrumental 
music fused with other popular genres to make it more relatable. 21.7% of survey 
respondents believed that the Chinese instrumental music genre had the potential 
to “merge with other genres”, “make soundtracks”, be “contemporised” and “be 
incorporated with pop”.32

Lim articulated that the infusion of Chinese instrumental music elements in pop 
music or rap music would be a “stepping stone to reach younger generations” due to 
the high listenership of contemporary genres.33 Ngeow suggests that collaborations 
with artists who are popular and well-known in mainstream media are on the rise 
for arts organisations.34 

A focus group participant believes that collaborations with renowned celebrities is 
an advantageous way to market music to increase relatability and cultivate younger 
audiences, but the traditional legitimacy of the music is then questioned.35 

The SCO however, is burdened by expectations to uphold tradition. SCO’s Teo 
revealed that it “takes a lot of courage in terms of management” to try something 
new.36 With purists and traditionalists who are willing to criticise anything anti-
tradition, it is challenging for the orchestra to deviate from traditional forms of 
Chinese instrumental music. New explorations and collaborations are often done in 
a “very traditional way or conservative way”.37 Liaw also acknowledges that Chinese 
instrumental musicians like herself are facing a loss of identity with the infusion of 
pop culture. In this 21st century, “keeping traditions is very important, but there is a 
need to reinvent traditions”.38 

Samantha Tham, Samuel Wong 

35 Brenda Poh, Mikko Neo, Raesmi Nambiar, and Ernie 
   Martha, Focus Group, February 2021, Singapore
36 June Teo, Personal Interview, February 2021, Singapore
37 ibid., 13-14
38 Calista Liaw, Group Interview, February 2021, Singapore

30 Brenda Poh, Mikko Neo, Raesmi Nambiar, and Ernie 
   Martha, Focus Group, February 2021, Singapore 
31 ibid.
32 Research Survey, January 2021, Singapore
33 Ryan Lim, Personal Interview, March 2021, Singapore
34Jonathan Ngeow, Group Interview, February 2021, Singapore
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Conclusion 

New opportunities and new threats emerge in the marketplace every day (Byrnes 
2015, 441), as the world battles a pandemic. Marketing to Gen Z requires a full 
understanding of the generation. As seen from the findings above, long standing 
perceptions by Chinese music companies may not hold true for Gen Z. Engaging 
with Singaporean Gen Zs begins by reaching out to them and creating artistic 
offerings with them in mind. Fusion genres could be a suitable entry-point for 
Gen Z to appreciate Chinese instrumental music. Programmes can be tailored to 
suit the tastes of young audiences with the support of strong teams in management, 
programming and marketing (Quek 2020, 35).

With resolution, the power of tradition is also strengthened when it adapts and keeps 
relevance (Thumboo 2020, 8).

Untapped audiences of Chinese instrumental music
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Chapter 4

Forging Traditional Dance 
in Malaysia 

Joseph Gonzales, 
Imran Syafiq Mohd. Affandi

Introduction 

The traditional dances that are practiced in Malaysia reflect the diverse ethnic 
constitution of the nation of 35 million people. This breadth of dance genres 
includes dances of the indigenous peoples, and the migrant communities that 
have settled in Malaysia for more than six centuries. However, with the passage of 
time and urbanization, these traditional dances are increasingly less practiced and 
becoming seemingly irrelevant in the lives of the younger Malaysians, who are more 
fascinated by K-Pop and other popular genres. ASK Dance Company1 is a private 
dance company based in Kuala Lumpur that has championed the preservation, 
revitalization, and propagation of traditional dances through its outreach projects 
since 2011, with the financial support of the Sime Darby Foundation,2 the charity 
arm of a large conglomerate in Malaysia. Through a series of programs such as 
Connecting Communities, Get Malaysia Dancing, Building Bridges and currently, 
Forging Traditions, more than 20,000 people have been taught a few of these 
dances. The funding has also enabled the company of young dance artists to sustain 
themselves in a challenging professional landscape. With the onset of the COVID-19  
crisis, Forging Traditions Beyond Borders was launched in 2020 to deliver two dances  
each year through online platforms. This is a milestone for dance in Malaysia. 

1 www.askdancecompany.com
2 www.yayasansimedarby.com
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Research Questions and Methodology

To address the shortfalls and gaps within the Malaysian dance ecosystem, this paper 
is guided by the following three research questions: 

1. What are sustainable models for professional dance companies in Malaysia?
2. What are effective strategies to propagate traditional dance in a nation where it is 
    not highly valued?  
3. How has the challenge of the pandemic been confronted and addressed? 

Each of the above questions requires a depth of contextual discourse that is beyond 
the scope of this paper. However, this paper will attempt to provide a comprehensive 
overview.

The information disseminated in this paper was acquired through several 
research methodologies. Since the writers manage the program and company, an 
autoethnographic approach was adopted to provide a first-person account and insight 
into the dance industry, with focus on the company, its functions, and challenges. The 
impact studies of the outreach programs draw on quantitative and qualitative research 
methodologies for data collection that used surveys and questionnaires with structured 
and semi-structured questions, distributed over the course of the implementation of 
the program. All research ethics and protocols have been adhered to. 

Background and Establishment of the Company 

With the establishment of the National Academy of Arts (known now by its acronym 
ASWARA) in Malaysia in 1994, lecturers and students led by the pioneers Aida 
Redza, Suhaimi Magi, Lena Ang, Joseph Gonzales, Judimar Hernandez, Dayang 
Mariana, among others began to perform as a fluid collective at various festivals 
and productions for several years  (Gonzales 2008). These seeds of an idea came to 
fruition a decade and a half later: the ASK Dance Company was officially founded 
and registered in 2011 by Joseph Gonzales during his time as Dean of the Faculty of 
Dance (1998-2015). The company was housed within ASWARA upon an agreement 
with the then Director Najib Dawa to provide alternate employment opportunities 
for graduates and as a tool for the further promotion of the arts. 

ASWARA was forward thinking, realizing that this collaborative model would enable 
greater visibility for dance and was an ideal strategy to publicize the institution 

Joseph Gonzales, Imran Syafiq Mohd. Affandi
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through workshops and performances by its outstanding graduates. Meanwhile the 
company benefited from the resources made available to rehearse, perform, access to 
costumes and local transportation. The pioneer dancers of the company were 2010 
graduates of the first cohort of the Bachelor of Dance program of ASWARA. In 2016, 
Imran Syafiq Mohd Affandi assumed the role as Managing Director. He oversees all 
aspects of management, networking, contractual negotiations, schedules, working 
closely with his team of dancers.3 As the company grew in stature, so did the need 
for space for full-time students of ASWARA, and thus in July 2017, the company 
achieved another milestone and moved to its own small, rented premises in Ampang 
Hilir, Kuala Lumpur. Here the Malaysian Dance Centre was launched. This was 
officiated by the former First Lady of Malaysia, 93-year-old Dr. Siti Hasmah who 
climbed up a flight of stairs above a KK Mart, a twenty-four-hour convenience store, 
to see what young people of Malaysia were up to. It was surreal. 
 
The Vision of the Company

In Malaysia, the majority of full-time dance companies are government owned. 
Approximately 30 in number, these include state-funded dance troupes which are a 
separate entity from the federal-funded groups in each state, as well as the tourism 
groups, and the Istana Budaya (National Theatre) dance group (Gonzales 2014). 
There are only two private professional dance companies that employ performers on 
a full-time contractual basis–Dua Space Dance Theatre4 and ASK Dance Company. 
Most professional dancers are independent artists who work on a project-to-project 
basis and sustain themselves through a portfolio of performances, workshops and or 
teaching projects. Many own registered companies through which they access grants 
and run their businesses.  

The ASK Dance Company was established to provide the rare opportunity for 
professional dancers in Malaysia to continue to develop post-tertiary training 
through company classes, rehearsals, and public performances on a consistent basis. 
This would enable them to further build upon the years of intensive training and 
continue to scale greater heights. The artistic vision of the company is to champion a 
Malaysian identity or multiplicity of identities, on local and international platforms. 
The company repertoire spans diverse genres of dance, from classical dances, 
traditional dance forms of the ethnic communities of the nation, to contemporary 
dances. The dancers, who are trained in multiple dance languages, give choreographers 
the freedom to explore and make work that embodies the “Malaysian” or other styles. 
The company aspires to emulate Cloud Gate Dance Theatre, the City Contemporary 

3 2021 company members are Kimberly Yap, Zulkarnain Zuber, Fatin Nadhirah Rahmat, Azammudin Tumiran, Shafiq Yussof, Wong Shan Tie, 
  Gan Ning Xuan, and Adlan Sairin. 
4 www.duaspacedancetheatre.com.my
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Dance Company, or the Alvin Ailey American Dance Centre that are hotbeds of 
creativity within their own cities and countries. These companies have thriving dance 
centres and annual performance seasons which include national and international 
tours. As an important goal of ASK Dance Company is to promote Malaysian 
traditional dance heritage, the first outreach program Connecting Communities was 
launched in 2011.   

Highlights and Achievements 

ASK Dance Company has played a major role in promoting Malaysian dance locally 
through participation in major festivals such as the Yayasan Sime Darby Festival, 
Iskandar Arts Festival, JB Arts Festival, George Town Festival, MyDance Festival, 
and the Kakiseni Festival. The company has invested hugely to make its brand 
international, bringing it to the Asia Pacific Dance Festival 2019 in Hawai’i, USA, 
One Belt One Road 2018 in Henan, China, and Yokohama Dance Collection 2017 in 
Japan, to name a few. 

ASK Dance Company has received innumerable awards for its artistic productions 
at the Kakiseni Boh Cameronian Arts Awards, the only independent arts awards in 
the country, demonstrating a consistency in the quality of production. The company 
philosophy is deeply committed to the education not merely of its audiences and 
workshop participants but that of the artists themselves, to inspire them to keep 
growing and chart their own course, within and beyond the company. To this end, 
participation in projects that have long-term benefits is carefully curated. Members 
of the company have received multiple scholarships to participate in exchange 
programmes and residencies. A few outstanding projects are the Un Yamada 

• Develop over 20 artistic productions 
(full length and mix-billed dance 
performance)
• Creating over 30 new pieces which 
were showcasedat international and local 
performance.
• Collaborating with 21 choreographers 
from all over the world.

• Trained 39 fill-time dancers and 1 
finance officer.
• Provide interships training-more than 
10 interns has been
trained from various universities.

Artistic

Employment

Community
Projec t
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Figure 1. Overview of the Company

• More than 150 workshops has been 
conducted nationwide since 2011.
• Reached out to approximately 300
schools and iniversities.
• More than 10 traditional dances has 
been taught to the community.
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productions in Japan and Malaysia, Ballet with KL Danceworks, Goethe Institute’s 
German artist Riki von Falken projects, international teaching workshops in Thailand, 
South Korea, Japan, Hong Kong, and Taiwan. These invaluable opportunities have 
spurred the artists to pursue their postgraduate studies in Malaysia or abroad, and 
their wealth of experience, and thus enabling them to excel in their new institutions.   

The Forging Traditions Project and Its Evolution  

The decreasing practice of traditional Malaysian dances is a result of decades of 
modernization accompanied by mass migration to urban centres. Large percentages 
of the population moved to the cities in search of work, with the intention to elevate 
the financial status of families whose sources of income moved from agriculture to 
manufacturing and industry. In the process, folk art that was very much a fabric of 
village communities has become more obscure (Md Nor 1993; Nasuruddin 1995). 
Additionally,  resurgent Islamization has challenged the practice of the arts in some 
Malaysian states which adhere to more fundamental philosophies of religion and are 
experiencing disintegrating inter-ethnic relations (Husin Ali 2008; Prystay 2006). 
            
From 2011-2013, Connecting Communities aimed to provide exposure and an 
introductory experience of dance. The project included weekend dance workshops 
of multiple genres geared for primary and secondary school students. Each genre-
specific workshop was two hours long, and at night, the participants would witness a 
performance by the company that included a few dances that they had learned along 
with other dances from the company’s repertoire. This enabled the participants to 
appreciate the art and the artists more profoundly. Eventually, the company found 
that having day-long workshops followed by performances was neither feasible nor 
sustainable due to factors such as limited time for on-site rehearsals, exhaustion, ill-
equipped venues, anda scarcity of technicians for performances. Thus, the subsequent 
programs Get Malaysian Dancing and Building Bridges did not have the component 
of performances beyond informal showings of the dances whenever possible. 

Nevertheless, the overarching principles of the projects in the early years was to 
provide the first contact with traditional dance (and even dance itself) to as many 
people as possible. The programs were conducted around twenty locations nationwide 
over a two-year period. The participants were taught eight different dances such 
as Joget Gamelan, Joget, Zapin, Chinese Fan Dance, Hip hop, Contemporary dance, 
Bollywood, and Ngajat Iban. These programs received an overwhelming response 
with an average of 300 participants in every location.

Forging Traditional Dance in Malaysia
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Forging Traditions of Malay Dance

In 2016, after rigorous SWOT5 analysis, the company designed a new program that 
would delve more deeply into selected dances as opposed to merely introducing 
a wide range of dances. The shift towards greater profundity was geared towards 
maximizing long-term benefits by incorporating good performance skills and 
pedagogical training for traditional dance. The company realized that the greatest 
impact would be to instill a love for dance in teachers who would then communicate 
this passion to their students. This program would equip them with knowledge 
to conduct basic traditional Malay dance classes in order to contribute to the 
propagation of the dance forms amongst the youth and the community at large. The 
decision to focus on Malay dance was due to the tremendous lack of documentation, 
exposure and existing preconceptions regarding the form that persist despite the 
Malay ethnic majority. 

Thus, Forging Traditions: Training the Trainers was launched. Trainee teachers in 
National Institution for Teacher Training (Institut Pendidikan Guru IPG), Primary 
and Secondary School teachers already teaching or in charge of the school dance 
clubs, teachers and students from Sekolah Seni Malaysia (SSM), Malaysia’s high 
school for the arts, were the priority participants. Additionally, teachers would often 
request that the students from their school dance clubs be allowed to participate, as 
did individuals with prior experience. 

5 SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities and Threats) created by Albert Humphrey at the Stanford Research Institute in the 1960s, that 
is used to identify internal and external factors that affect the growth of the company.
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Implementation of the Program  

Generally, in Malaysia, schools with the financial resources outsource dance 
teaching to professional trainers who conduct weekly or bi-weekly classes for clubs 
and societies. The schools without these resources, typically task their in-house 
schoolteachers with this responsibility. Students are prepared for performances and 
competitions in a variety of genres depending on the occasions or events. Observing 
these shortcomings, ASK Dance Company proposed the outreach program to the 
Ministry of Education that eventually endorsed it, and agreed to a joint certification. 
This was a milestone for dance. 

Forging Traditions: Training the Trainers was a three-day dance workshop in which 
two traditional Malay dances were taught. This program was a five-year project 
conducted in six different locations each year but centered at the SSM and IPG 
campuses. Over the first two phases, the classical Malay dances Joget Gamelan Timang 
Burung, Terinai Mengadap, Joget Gamelan Topeng, and Malay folk dances Zapin 
Tenglu and Zapin Melayu Johor were taught while Phase 3 focused on the teaching 

Figure 3. Publicity Poster for Forging Traditions: Training the Trainers
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of the Mengadap Rebab and Inang dances (Nasuruddin 1994). The participants 
learned the history and context of the dance, techniques, sequences, musicality, and 
an introduction to methods of choreography and rearrangement of floor patterns, 
using different songs and dynamics. 

With the inclusion of training pedagogical skills, the company developed a module 
“Teaching Traditional Malay Dance” accompanied by a detailed manual. This was 
made available for the participants to purchase. While the company dancers had 
all studied these dances, the materials delivered had to fulfill the needs of a teacher-
to-be. Needless to say, it had to be accurate and comprehensive, and thus further 
research was essential. This research included conducting interviews with the relevant 
dance specialists to ensure quality control. For Phase 3, the consultants were Fatimah 
Abdullah and Zamzuriah Zahari for Mengadap Rebab and Mohd Seth Hamzah 
for the Inang dance, who are all lecturers at ASWARA with extensive experience. 
Subsequently appropriate introductory technique exercises for each of the dances 
were designed, sequences were analyzed and deconstructed to ensure clarity and 
easy accessibility especially for the novice. During this process, additional traditional 
dance movement terminologies were developed for a better grasp of the dance. 
Frame-to-frame pictures and DVD videos that contained all the learning material 
were also produced. The process was labour intensive and required meticulousness. 

In order to ensure the best uptake for the programs, which is vital for the success 
and impact, the company has vigorously courted the mainstream and online 
media, conducting endless interviews, and sending press releases, organizing talks, 
photoshoots, and other promotional and publicity events. Concurrently, the Ministry 
of Education and IPG have assisted in reaching out to all schools in Malaysia to enlist 
greater participation.  
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The program hopes to reach at least 900 trainers each year. The participants are 
required to attend all the classes to obtain their certificate of participation as the 
learning module is progressive beginning from the fundamentals to the more 
advanced steps. To complete the module, each trainer is required to teach a minimum 
of four students as a demonstration of their teaching prowess. A submission of a 
detailed report with photographic or video documentation is also a requisite. This 
could include rehearsals, performances for school events, sharing sessions during co-
curricular activities, and discussions regarding various aspects of the dances. These 
reports are submitted via email, and after judicious assessment and satisfying the 
panels of accomplishments and competencies, successful participants are awarded 
their certificates of completion. With these reports, the company can measure the 
impact of the program and respond to matters arising. If this goes according to plan, 
there is the potential to reach approximately 3,600 people in one year. Ideally, this 
number will keep growing and create a ripple effect of dance over the years.  

Figure 4. Program Schedule for Forging Traditions
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Figure 5. Number of Participants for Forging Traditions Phase 1-3 

Forging Traditions: Beyond Borders

However, in 2020, life came to a grinding halt. No one imagined the tragic and 
long-lasting impact of the COVID-19 virus. The company responded promptly, 
undertaking discussions with the stakeholders on possible ways to proceed. 

The Artistic Director drew from his experience at the Hong Kong Academy for 
Performing Arts which had moved its courses to the online delivery mode in 
November 2019 because of the demonstrations and the subsequent disruptions. 
Higher learning institutions in Malaysia (and this small private company) do not 
possess the enhanced technology such as Panopto multi-camera recording and 
editing systems that the well-resourced Academy does. Therefore, simpler, more 
conventional, methods of recording and editing needed to be employed. The team 
proposed the online program Forging Traditions: Beyond Borders to the patrons, 
(notably the Yayasan Sime Darby Foundation) who were aware of the challenges 
that lay ahead with the onslaught of the pandemic. There were rigorous discussions 
on possible pitfalls and challenges to enhance the proposal. Over the past ten years, 
growing mutual trust and respect between the patrons and the recipients has evolved 
into an enriching and symbiotic relationship, as evidenced by the award of a grant of 
RM300,000 per year. 

Joseph Gonzales, Imran Syafiq Mohd. Affandi



55

Developing the teaching module for Forging Traditions: Beyond Borders was a 
huge challenge. The discussions were robust, and the end users, specifically non-
professionally trained dancers and teachers-to-be, were of utmost importance in 
the design process. Since The teachers of the program already possess kinesthetic 
intelligence  honed over many years of rigorous practice, it was vital that they step 
into the feet, bodies and shoes of the participants. They had to imagine all situations 
they would encounter, what sequences participants might find difficult, as well as 
other potential problems. The program was planned to be delivered via synchronous 
and asynchronous online teaching and learning methodologies. Video materials 
that were earlier developed for the guidebook were further enhanced. After the 
company underwent intense training to develop essential communication skills, 
familiarization with Zoom and Google Classrooms and specific distinctive features  
several trial sessions were conducted. This intense process took 3 months, and the 
program was launched in August 2020. This is the first certified online training 
program for Malay dance in Malaysia.
   
Challenges 

There were and are innumerable challenges in conducting and implementing this 
program, and the foremost is the apathy of Malaysians towards the arts in general. 
As with all developing nations, the thrust of the national agenda is toward material 
and infrastructure progress. This is understandable. As a general observation, it is 
accepted that once “progress” has been attained, there will be time and disposable 
income to explore other aspects and interests in life.  

A constant challenge has been management and administration of the program with 
limited human resources. It is physically and mentally draining to work on both 
the administration and the implementation of the program simultaneously. Since 
the members all multi-task, it is a mammoth undertaking to organize and conduct 
the workshops from one location to another. As one program ends, the focus has to 
shift to the next venue. The preparation is divided into smaller management groups–
scouting for suitable locations with appropriate facilities, getting approvals, sending 
out invitations, endless emails, faxes, and phone calls, overcoming communication 
problems, internet issues, unresponsive officials, and more along the way. 

One of the considerations for the venues aside from facilities, is that it should ideally 
be accessible to nearby schools. As the program is not a residency, participants would 
need to commute back and forth over the three days which is especially difficult in 
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places that are more remote. There have been occasions where the company has had 
to conduct the program in community halls which were poorly maintained, without 
air-conditioning, and sometimes even without water! Since the program needs 
physical and emotional support from the school teachers, the company occasionally 
does feel that we are adding to their workload. The program was an added task 
that possibly deprived them of a weekend off--especially during the face-to-face 
workshops. Unless they are truly passionate about dance themselves, they may be 
reluctant to engage enthusiastically--if at all. 

Although the support from YSD has enabled the company to continue to function, 
funding is still insufficient. In the ideal face-to-face Forging Traditions program, 
the company would like to be the perfect Malaysian host and not only offer their 
participants a conducive learning environment but also provide them with food 
and beverages, and offer accommodation to those who would be unable to attend 
because they live a distance away. At present, this is not possible, as the ringgit is 
already being stretched to the limit.
  
Responding to the Pandemic

The proactive response by the company to COVID-19 has been the development of 
the online learning module Forging Traditions Beyond Borders. This is a benchmark in 
Malaysia dance. However, most unfortunately, the pandemic has severely impacted 
artistic plans and finances as it has with all private arts organizations across the 
globe. The company has had to rethink and adapt to sustain creativity and maintain 
visibility beyond its outreach project. Thus, engagement in online events became a 
priority. 

In November 2020, the company participated in the Indonesia Virtual Arts Festival 
hosted by the Institut Kesenian Yogyakarta and the Swan Festival of Lights and 
organized by Saraswati Mahavidhyalaya in Perth, Australia. The Roots of Dance 
project was an international collaboration with the Polish Institute of Dance and 
Music that introduced to Polish Folk Dance and various choreographic tools. A small 
grant was received from CENDANA6 to produce a dance film entitled Hymns of the 
Abandoned. This attracted a fair amount of interest and was reviewed in mainstream 
press and on a radio review program. It was choreographed by Zulkarnain Zuber 
and filmed by Aaron Chieng, a graduate of Sunway University in Malaysia. In the 
efforts to lift spirits, the Blossom Series of one-minute dances were published online 
for Chinese New Year, while the Pelita Series applied the same concept for dances 

6 www.cendana.com.my
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7 www.pusaka.org
8 www.nusparc.com

to celebrate Eid Mubarak. These short clips garnered approximately 10,000 viewers 
via Facebook and Instagram. Meanwhile, International Women’s Day was celebrated 
with online workshops and a showcase of a previous production of feminist work 
Women on Top that did not have the same impact, reflecting attention spans of 
audiences for online activities. 

The company has responded to the current issues of isolation, prohibition of live 
performances, and closure of theatres by taking its work online, albeit knowing 
that the audiences are also suffering from Zoom and online fatigue. Despite these 
challenges, the driving philosophy is to keep the arts in the public domain. 

Future Aspirations

In the preservation and propagation of traditional dance, no one person or 
organization can take on the responsibility by themselves. The task is too mammoth, 
and the saying goes “it takes a village.” Therefore, while this paper has focused 
on the case study of ASK Dance Company in its role as a private organization in 
perpetuating dance traditions, it complements the efforts of the government bodies 
associated with the Ministry of Culture and Tourism, as well as other private 
organizations such as Pusaka7 and the Nusantara Performing Arts Research Centre8, 
as well as universities and individuals. 

Moving forward, the company intends to continue the program of Forging Traditions, 
possibly with both online and in-person teaching modes as soon as it is safe. 
Simultaneously, it is a continuing goal for the company to present both traditional 
and contemporary Malaysian dance to global audiences through participation in 
international dance festivals, projects, and exchange programs and forge an arts 
loving nation and enhance greater cooperation with other nations. Malaysian arts 
seem to fly under the radar when compared to its Indonesian, Thai, or Cambodian 
neighbours. As this vision requires a sizable investment of finance, the company 
continues to endeavor to secure more grants and the application process is incessant. 
It is hoped that through these efforts, Malaysia’s dance traditions will be embraced, 
recognized, and appreciated by all, gaining a foothold in contemporary society. 
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Figure 7. Asia Pacific International Dance Festival, Hawai’i, USA. 2019: 
Participants Learning Mengadap Rebab

Figure 6. WE Dance  
WE Dance 2018: Participants Learning Zapin Pekajang
(Credit: West Kowloon Cultural District, Hong Kong) 
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Figure 8. Process of Documentation and Creation of the Teaching Module 
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Figure 9. Delivery of the Online Program
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Dance and Health

Dance is an art and science that offers various capacities. From ancient times to the 
present, people have experienced and enjoyed dance in various ways and for various 
reasons. Generally, people recognized dance as an art form, but dancing can also be a 
social activity, an intangible cultural heritage, or a therapeutic exercise for mental and 
physical wellbeing. According to the American Dance Therapy Association (2021), 
dance emerged as a form of psychotherapy in the 1940s. Today, Dance Therapy or 
Dance Movement Therapy (DMT) is widely recognized as the psychotherapeutic use 
of dance and movement to support intellectual, emotional, and motor functions of 
the body.

In 2009, research published by the Journal of Aging and Physical Activity proved 
that dance is an effective activity for elderly health improvement compared with 
other exercise modes (Justin Keogh et al). Phoebe and Kathryn (2015) also found 
that regardless of style, dance can significantly improve physical health among the 
elderly, particularly muscular strength and endurance, balance, and other aspects 
of functional fitness. Meanwhile, Peter Lovatt, head of the Dance Psychology lab 
at the University of Hertfordshire, also stated that there is a substantial body of 
research evidence to suggest  that dancing is beneficial to mental health. With dance 
as a form of therapy, patients with depression or Parkinson’s disease conditions have 
been improved (Cashin-Garbutt 2017). As concluded by Darin Shaw and Karl Benzo 
(2019), in recent years, due to the well-known benefits of DMT, it has become a 
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popular therapeutic approach that is widely practiced by dance therapists around 
the world. From a therapeutic perspective, dance is recognized as more than an art 
or a social activity. It has been strategically used as a form of therapy by the medical 
community today.

Thai Dance for Mental and Physical Health

In Thailand, over the last decade, the increasing popularity of DMT has resulted 
in a phenomenon of the utilization of Thai dance for various health improvement 
programs. Consequently, much research and practice have been carried out to 
examine the application of Thai dance as a form of mental and physical therapy, 
particularly for the aged population. For instance, in 2012, a research article A 
Thai Dance Exercise Regimen for People with Parkinson’s Disease published by Dr. 
Surasa Khongprasert and her team of researchers from the Faculty of Sports Science 
and Faculty of Medicine at Chulalongkorn University has proven that Thai dance 
can lead to improvements in motor functions and quality of life of seniors with 
Parkinson’s disease. In 2013, another research study entitled Physical Performance in 
recently aged adults after 6 Weeks Traditional Thai Dance: A Randomized Controlled 
Trial led by medical scientists from Khon Kaen University also confirmed that Thai 
dance as a form of exercise can improve the physical performance of aged female 
adults (Janyacharoen et al). 

In 2019, researchers from the occupational therapy unit in Chiang Mai University 
studied the effects of Thai dance on depression symptoms and found that Thai dance 
intervention with the treatment for patients suffering from depression was able to 
increase their positive thinking toward life (Chansuk et al 2019). In 2020, another 
research named Thai Dance Exercises Benefited Functional Mobility and Rall Rates 
among Community-dwelling Older Individuals revealed that Thai dance can work 
as an alternative exercise program to promote independence and safety among the 
elderly (Kaewjoho et al 2019). By and large, substantial medical research evidence 
shows that engaging in Thai dance rehabilitation is beneficial for elderly health. 

According to Professor Emeritus Surapone Virulrak, apart from the perspective of 
the medical sciences, it is also essential to examine Thai dance as an effective therapy 
for the elderly from a cultural psychology viewpoint. As he explained, an effective 
therapeutic exercise for the elderly needed to be accommodated to their lifestyles 
and cultural context. Therefore, when exploring the utilization of Thai dance as a 
form of therapy, tradition and cultural values are spiritual elements that cannot 

ShawHong Ser, Kraisorn Juntanoy 



65

be overlooked. Throughout the history of Thailand, dance has been an essential 
component in Thai religious traditions, particularly for dances that served religious 
ceremonial or ritualistic purposes. From the Ayutthaya period (1351-1767) to the 
present, music and dance have been strategically employed as an instrument to 
sustain the state’s political and cultural development interest. Thus, Thai dances are 
an important intangible cultural resource that has been utilized to promote national 
integration, strengthen cultural identity, and foster community development. 

Furthermore, since the early-20th century, traditional music, songs, and dances have 
also been significantly incorporated into cultural and educational policy to establish 
a “Thai-ness” identity. Given that, Thai traditional music and dance have become 
indispensable elements that are deeply implanted in Thai people’s cultural DNA. Thai 
dance has, therefore, become an art form that most Thai people are familiar with 
and an intangible cultural heritage with which Thai people associate their cultural 
identity. Due to all these factors, when Thai dance is employed as a therapeutic 
activity to tackle elderly health matters, it can be comfortably accepted by the patient 
and the family. In brief, Thai dance is widely recognized by Thai people as an art form 
with high spiritual and cultural values. Subsequently, its adaptation to therapeutic 
usage is considered a relevant alteration that is able to be celebrated by the local 
context. 

Aging Population in Thailand

According to Srichuae (2016), the rapid aging phenomenon is one of the greatest 
challenges faced by Thailand. Meanwhile, the Office of the National Economic and 
Social Development Board (NESDB) also announced that the population of Bangkok 
is aging faster than of other provinces in Thailand. In 2008 the aging population in 
Bangkok was only 10% but by 2020 the aged population will reach 21%. 

Wichit Chaitrong (2017) also said that since 2005, the population of citizens aged 60 
or older has steadily increased. In 2017, the aged population rose to 11.23 million 
(17.13%) of the total population. With such speed of growth, the aged population 
will rise to 13.1 million (20%) of the total population in 2021. Thailand will then 
become a full-fledged aging society. This data presents a great challenge for families, 
communities, and the country, as elderly people require more care and support for 
their welfare and daily lives. In brief, the growing “silver tsunami” has emerged as 
one of the major challenges faced by Bangkok, and in Thailand as a whole.

Elderly empowerment through Thai dance
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The Culture, Sport and Tourism Department (CSTD)

The Culture, Sport and Tourism Department (CSTD) is one of the 65 departments 
established under the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration (BMA) to oversee 
the living quality and development in Bangkok. The department is committed to 
providing spaces and services for sports and cultural activities that will empower 
the mental and physical wellbeing of local communities (CSTD 2020). CSTD is also 
a strategic unit to facilitate traditional cultural value dissemination to Thai people 
from different age groups and engaged in arts and cultural projects that foster the 
capital city tourism development. 

Apart from the above-mentioned missions, CSTD is also an agent responsible 
for implementing BMA’s strategies toward current challenges faced by the capital 
city such as explosive growth of urbanization, environmental pollution, aging 
population, etc. At present, under the vision of “Building Better Quality of Life”, 
there are 38 youth centers, 37 libraries, 10 sports centers, 7 bookmobile libraries, 
2 children’s discovery museums, and 1 art and culture center operated by CSTD 
to realize the department’s mission. Among these entities, the 38 youth centers are 
the major agencies distributed around different districts of Bangkok to cater to the 
needs of youth and local community development. Meanwhile, based on the types 
of neighborhoods and communities, each center will develop its own “uniqueness” 
to accommodate the communities’ interests. Therefore, different centers’ programs 
and activities were distinctively designed by the responsible administrative team to 
respond to the communities that it served.

Suan-Oy Community Center for all Age Groups
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Located in the Dusit district, Suan-Oy Community Center for all Age Groups (also 
known by the locals as Suan-Oy Community Center) is one of the 38 youth centers 
established by CSTD to promote mental and physical healthcare for communities 
residing around Bangkok’s central area. Open 7 days a week, nearly 365 days of 
service in a year, the center has been an important venue for local communities’ 
sports and recreation activities over the last three decades. Historically, the location 
of the center used to be a sugarcane plantation from which it was given  the name 
“Suan-Oy” literally meaning sugarcane plantation in Thai. Currently, the center is 
led by Sriwan Semmanee (Head of Center) with a team of eight members. With 
the mission to serve the local community from diverse age groups, the center has 
designed a series of artistic  and cultural activities to meet the needs of different 
audiences. Concisely, these activities were structured under three clusters, (1) sports 
and recreation, (2) life-long learning, and (3) arts and culture. 

For sports and recreation activities, facilities available are a multi-functional space 
for both indoor and outdoor sports usage and a gym studio. Programs wise, for 
the elderly, there are classes on yoga, aerobics, water aerobics, weight training, Tai 
Chi, etc. Under the life-long learning cluster, English and Chinese classes are being 
offered to all age groups along with some vocational short courses for adolescents. 
Meanwhile, activities programmed under arts and cultural clusters are without a 
doubt the most celebrated by the elderly group. According to Rachan Dowthong 
(instructor of Thai dances), from singing lessons, musical instrument workshops, 
dance classes to traditional handicraft working groups all programs are highly 
participated by the elderly members. Strategically, each program was designed into 
a series of classes and led by its respective instructors over a period. For instance, in 
Thai dance classes, a dance piece will be practiced and performed by members over a 
period of two months and other dance forms will then be introduced.

Thai Dances Classes - An Arts-based Elderly Empowerment Program 

As mentioned above, over the past decades, Thai Dance has been employed to 
treat diverse aging conditions ranging from muscle strengthening to balance 
improvement. In addition to physical health, research has also found that Thai dance 
is able to improve aged group mental wellbeing. Therefore, Thai dance as a form 
of entertaining and therapeutic activity has been widely employed by community 
centers across the nation in their elderly wellbeing program. 
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For community centers managed by CSTD, dances have always been a key 
component of the recreation activities. According to Sriwan Semmanee, currently, 
various dance classes are being offered by Suan-Oy Community Center, and  are 
Thai dance is a very popular class among the elderly. Classes on Thai dance are 
scheduled every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoon. Each class lasts 
between 45 and 60 minutes. Rachan Dowthong also said that, unlike typical dance 
classes, Thai dance classes are being designed as a series of cultural activities 
that include basic dance theory, gesture, and movement manipulation, as well as 
performancepreparation that involves make-up, dressing, and props design. 

Figure 2. Mr. Rachan Dowthong explaining the gesture and movement 
to the elderly at Suan-Oy Community Center
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Therefore, the elderly group celebrated the Thai dance classes due to their overall 
experience and the program’s comprehensiveness. In addition, he also emphasized 
that the dance piece selection process is a “significant” factor to ensure the success 
of the class. As opposed to a top-down approach, he discusses with the elderly what
dance forms they want to explore before embarking on his lesson’s design. This step 
is a crucial stage for the whole class’s planning because once students’ ideas and 
suggestions are embraced, they will feel appreciated and consequently it will result 
in high motivation and active participation.

Meanwhile, to understand and explain how Thai dance works as an instrument for 
the elderly’s social wellbeing and physical health improvement, a focus group was 
conducted to investigate participants’ attitudes and experiences of Thai dance classes. 
In total, nine research subjects were selected based on voluntary participation. A 
series of open-ended questions related to Thai dance classes’ design and management 
were designed for the elderly to answer and reflect on their experiences. The 
researchers drew the conclusion based on what participants said during the focus 
group discussions.

Through the focus group’s findings, the researchers found that the majority 
of the elderly who participated in Thai dance classes speak highly about their 
experience. According to Madam Daeng (70-year-old), she has been participating 
in Thai dance classes over the past 3 years. Every week, she attends all lessons 
and hardly she will be absent if there are no unexpected circumstances. She 
found Thai dance class to be an interesting activity that made her feel active and 
happy. Moreover, an opportunity to showcase performances to the public during 
festivals or events organized by the center motivated her and her friends to be 
actively involved in classes and the center. Another member, Madam Sawang 
(61-year-old) also mentioned that she enjoys Thai dance classes due to the 
attentiveness of the instructors and lesson comprehensiveness. To her, the tempo 
and movement of Thai dance are great exercises and social activities. She enjoyed 
such a dance form and was glad to learn more about the cultural heritage of the 
nation. Meanwhile, Madam Napahporn and Madam Panchareen who are in their 
late 60s also found Thai dance forms to have a very distinctive charm. As said by 
Madam Napahporn, “Thai dance is an activity that triggers my good memories 
of the past. I am grateful to have the chance to enjoy the art form again at this 
time of my life.” 
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Figure 3. Thai dance’s weekly practices at Suan-Oy Community Center

Interestingly, through the focus group discussion, the researchers found that most 
of the members who participated in Thai dance activities at Suan-Oy Community 
Center do not reside near the Dusit district. Six out of nine participants live further 
than 10 kilometers away from the center, another three members travel from other 
districts. According to Madam Daeng, there is another community center near her 
residence, but she prefers to come to Suan-Oy Community Center. She reiterated, 
“Since I am familiar with staff and friends here, I chose to come here. Furthermore, I 
really enjoyed Mr. Rachan Dowthong’s teaching approach, so I don’t mind spending 
a longer time to come over.” Madam Panchareen, who must travel longer than an 
hour to join the Thai dance classes, also mentioned that she found friends and 
instructors who are  good-natured. Therefore, she preferred Suan-Oy Community 
Center to the one close to the district where she is residing. 

According to Rachan Dowthong, strong social bonding between participants and 
the instructor needs time to develop. In his mid-20s, Rachan Dowthong found 
that the elderly see him as their grandson more than an instructor. He earned their 
trust and love due to  the amount of time that he spent with them. Apart from Thai 
dances classes, he also joined the elderly in their folk songs and traditional handicraft 
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classes. Therefore,  he is well-celebrated. Another reason that made him a respected 
instructor is his knowledge and skills. Professionally trained in Thai classical 
dances, Rachan Dowthong is a graduate of Bunditpattanasilpa Institute, Thailand’s 
leading fine and dramatic arts college. With his background and experience in Thai 
traditional dances, he is a very resourceful teacher who is able to design dance 
pieces that fit the interests of participants. For example, instead of using traditional 
music for dance pieces he choreographed, he replaced the relatively slow classical 
music with a more dynamic folk song that stimulates more vibrant energy. So far, 
his creative approach has received positive feedback from participants and is highly 
recognized by the center management team.

In 2017, the World Health Organization reported that more than 15% of seniors 
over the age of 60 suffer from a mental disorder. A typical mental disorder among 
seniors is depression, affecting  7% of the older population. Lamentably, symptoms of 
depression are frequently unnoticeable by the family and the older people themselves, 
subsequently, it goes untreated and affects their entire health. Therefore, promoting 
a healthy lifestyle such as betterment of living conditions and social support from 
family, friends or support groups is very important for the elderly (WHO 2017).

From the focus group discussion, five out of seven seniors stated that joining 
the classes at the center has become an important matter in their life. As said by 
Madam Panchareen, “after my retirement, I feel so lonely to stay at home by myself. 
Although I live with my children, I am always home alone during the weekdays. So, 
taking dance classes and other activities made me happy and it is something that 
I look forward to.” Madam Daeng also said that “I am concerned with getting an 
aging-associated disease, especially Alzheimer’s. So, I joined Thai dance classes to 
make sure I am mentally and physically healthy.” Others also mentioned that due 
to retirement and lack of routine activities, the feeling of disconnection with the 
surrounding world is terrifying them. Therefore, they embraced the social activities 
that enabled them to reconnect with society. Given that, Thai dance classes have 
become one of their favorite activities.

Rachan Dowthong observed that the elderly are especially vulnerable to loneliness 
and social isolation. For this reason, a community center with a friendly environment 
and interesting programs is an important entity to cater to the needs of the aged 
group. To him, the Thai dance classes are psychotherapy as well as a social activity for 
the elderly to embrace a positive outlook of life. He also mentioned that the elderly 
who participate in his class are mostly physically fit and able to care for themselves 
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well. Many of them become a member of the community because they are feeling 
down when staying home alone. For that reason, he always does his best to make sure 
the whole experience of the class is amusing.

Factors that Contribute to the Success of Thai Dance Class

The Thai dance classes offered by Suan-Oy Community Center are without a doubt 
an interesting arts-based elderly empowerment program which is worth being 
recognized and promoted. Briefly, factors that contribute to the program’s success 
can be described as follows.

(1) Thai dance - a suitable choice in consonance with the elderly’s interest 

According to Prof. Surapone Virulrak, sports, in general, are result-oriented activities 
that require high concentration and are physically demanding. Consequently, 
certain types of sport might not be so accessible for some elderly. Dance, on the 
contrary, is an accessible and fun activity.  Thai dance, however, as a social activity 
and therapeutic exercise is both a suitable sport and  cultural activity for the Thai 
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elderly. Prof. Virulrak expressed that, “the elderly must first recognize Thai dance as 
a suitable choice to answer their needs before they embrace it. Ideally, any forms of 
arts-based therapeutic exercise for the elderly should be an accessible light activity 
with interesting cultural elements.” In brief, Thai dance is an age-friendly sport that 
contains all elements the elderly are looking for. Therefore, it is well-received by the 
elderly at Suan-Oy Community Center.

(2) An attentive instructor and interesting program

Based on participants’ feedback, the researchers learned that their high motivation 
and active participation are built on the respect and trust they have in their instructor, 
Rachan Dowthong. As mentioned above, his background, knowledge, preparation, 
as well as delivery methods, were able to attract and maintain participants’ interests. 
Meanwhile, his non-teacher-centered teaching approach and competency in 
balancing students’ learning interests also contributed to the class success. As said by 
him, “It takes time for establishing a strong bonding. Hence, I spent the time learning 
about each participant’s interests and inspiration. Apart from that, I must be patient 
and sensitive when working with the elderly. It is important for me to always remind 
myself that a good class is to ensure all participants are receiving equal attention and 
affection.” 

In addition to his thoughtful teaching approach, the handicraft workshop that 
involved prop-making sessions for stage performance played a part in the success of 
the Thai traditional dance classes. For instance, workshops such as stage decoration, 
performance ornaments design, and makeup techniques are well integrated into 
the traditional dance program to enrich the overall experience of participants. As 
said by Madam Daeng, “we enjoy the moments of prop-making and dressing up 
for rehearsal. It is very motivating and fun.” In brief, the Thai dance classes were 
programmed as a journey for the seniors to have various kinds of amusing cultural 
activities in a different stage of their involvement. Therefore, it is well received.

(3) An opportunity to perform in diverse events

To encourage participants’ motivation and involvement, a series of cultural activities 
that involved dance groups’ exchange between community centers has also been 
strategically implemented. Mostly, these exchange activities are designed as part of the 
center’s seasonal events celebration. According to Rachan Dowthong, at these events, 
participants will showcase their performances to audiences from other districts and 
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exchange their experiences with different dance groups. It is a happy moment that 
the elderly look  forward to. Meanwhile, during these events, the  family and friends 
of the elderly are also be invited to participate as audiences or volunteers, for this 
reason, the Thai dance program is always one of the most popular activities at Suan-
Oy Community Center. As said by Madam Sawang, “we appreciated the opportunity 
to perform in events organized by the center and enjoyed the experience throughout 
the whole process.” Madam Panchareen also said that, from time to time, apart 
from events organized by CSTD, they also have been invited to perform for events 
organized by other governmental and private organizations as well as participated in 
folk and traditional dance competitions.

Summary

Driven by the scholarly interest in active aging and empowering the elderly through 
the arts-based community development project in Thailand, the researchers in 
this study surveyed the use of Thai dance as a creative intervention for elderly 
empowerment. Qualitative research was conducted with key informants from the 
Suan-Oy Community Center, the elderly from its Thai dance class, and leading 
scholars in the field of Thai dance and cultural management in Thailand.  The study 
concludes that the overall success of Thai dance as an arts-based empowerment 
instrument can be credited to three main factors: (1) Thai dance is a suitable art 
form and social activity that fit with the elderly’s interest and lifestyle; (2) the 
instructor’s attentiveness and interesting program motivate elderly participation; 
(3) dance classes provide a platform for the elderly to engage and exhibit their 
accomplishments is a significant step to encourage their continuous supports and 
sustain the program’s success. 

Most importantly, results from this research provide an insight in understanding 
Thai dance as an empowerment activity for this group of elderly that promotes both 
positive social wellbeing, and physical and mental health improvement. Overall, as 
participants described, they celebrated the Thai dance classes offered by Suan-Oy 
Community Center, and found that Thai dances work as an interesting program to 
promote wellness in terms of positive mental and physical well-being. This result 
suggested a positive view that recognizes Thai dance as a significant instrument to 
foster elderly well-being.

Meanwhile, as this research only involved elderly women from Suan-Oy Community 
Center, future researchers may want to study the effects of Thai dance on social 
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welling and health improvement to both genders and engage more stakeholders 
from different community centers in Bangkok.
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Introduction

The concept of creative aging was introduced in the 1960s. As opposed to the 
disengagement theory which claims that it is natural and acceptable for older adults 
to secede from society, creative aging is an aging policy idea that highlights the 
creativity of older adults to prepare individuals or the community to face years of 
later life (Andrzej 2017, 608).

The rapid growth of the elderly population in the last decade is projected to be a 
trend for the next few decades. This is partly due to  longer life expectancies. Between 
2015 and 2050, the proportion of the world’s population over 60 years will nearly 
double from 12% to 22%. The pace of population aging is much faster than it was in 
the past. Thus, it is important that social systems are ready for the demographic shift. 
One of the most popular discussions for the past decade is creative aging. Generally, 
older people have better health these days--thus the longer life expectancies. Even at 
a retired age, older people these days are still fit (World Health Organization 2021).

Moloney (2006) and Ehlert et al. (2010) believed that seniors benefit from arts 
and creative expression intervention programs. First, seniors can achieve personal 
fulfilment, a sense of meaning, new competencies to cope with daily challenges, new 
social relationships, and opportunities to maintain and improve health. Second, when 
art organizations develop and implement senior arts they can engage older artists, 
access new audiences, contribute to the development of learning communities, and 

Chapter 6

The Challenges in Senior Citizen Arts: 
The Case of a Senior Citizen Wind Band

Ka Chun Lin



78

create new program funding opportunities. Third, creative aging also increases 
health benefits for seniors resulting in fewer visits to doctors and less depression.  

The engagement of seniors in creative activities can increase the quality health 
benefits for seniors resulting in fewer visits to doctors and less depression. The 
engagement of seniors in creative activities can increase the quality of life, improve 
retention of personal, facility communication for visitors, increase social cohesion, 
and develop volunteering.  Creative aging also contributes to the promotion of 
intergenerational solidarity, the evolution of positive senior’s role models, the 
development of cooperation between different parties of society, and creation of new 
strategies to reach different groups of senior citizens in the society (Andrzej 2017, 
609).

Senior Citizen Arts in Hong Kong

Generally, in Hong Kong, the development of senior citizen arts have become more 
structured over the past ten years. Before this, most of the elderly services focused 
on rehabilitation and hospices. Senior citizen arts began with interest classes run by 
non-profit organizations and managed by social workers. There were various forms 
of interest classes such as cycling, cooking, calligraphy, dancing and singing. The 
objective for these interest classes was mainly to serve as “time-killers” for senior 
citizens where they could be occupied and have some entertainment. 

Public perception of senior citizens is stigmatized because of myths and stereotypes 
associated with being old. Aging relates to the signs of disease or discredits and 
negative evaluations, such as memory loss, sickness, and functional impairment. 
These negative evaluations become the core of senior identity, and it is implanted 
into their body and soul. Therefore, senior citizen accept being devalued (Phelan et 
al 1982).

In this article, I will be sharing some of the observations that I made a service 
provider in the field of senior citizen arts. In previous professional  experience, 
I came to learn that there are various forms of senior citizen arts such as theatre, 
dance, orchestra, and fine arts. I was working on a senior citizens music project, in 
which members learn musical instruments and do ensembles together. There are 
few senior music projects that are more popular such as the Evangelical Lutheran 
Church Social Service--Hong Kong Men In Jazz, Tung Wah Group of Hospitals E 
Major and A Cappella singing group. These projects are owned by large-scale non-
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profit organizations and managed by social workers. 

Apart from senior citizen art projects that are owned by non-profit organizations and 
manged by workers, there are smaller independent senior citizen art projects that are
run by art organizations and these projects are managed by art administrators. To 
name just two, the Men of Winds and the Golden Aged Theatre. 

Perception and Challenges of Senior Citizens Arts in Hong Kong

It is very common that the public shows little respect during performances or 
art programs that revolve around senior citizens. I experienced this on several 
occasions where senior art groups were invited to perform at annual events. Instead 
of appreciating and valuing the performance by these senior art groups, the public 
tend to applaud their performances or artwork out of sympathy. The public simply 
sympathize with their old age and have no admiration that these elderly members 
and their quality artwork. 

One example of this occurred when the senior citizen band that I managed was 
invited to perform in an annual event organized by a non-profit organization. We 
were allocated 10 minutes of performance time. However, on the event day itself, 
I was informed that our performance time had been reduced to 3 minutes and 
possibly our slot would be removed completely as their program for the day had 
overran. The band was initially provided a performance slot to fill in the time gap 
for their program.

Thus, when a situation arises, organizers would remove the band completely to keep 
on schedule. It was not a good experience and was extremely disrespectful. Most 
organizers provide the opportunity to senior citizens to perform in order to score 
high on corporate social responsibility. I had reflected on the matter and if the band 
was a reputable band or any other reputable art group, the stage manager would 
not have considered reducing performance time or cancelling the performance 
altogether. Usually at these events, when the senior citizen band was performing, 
audiences do not show appreciation but they can be seen chatting or busy with their 
mobiles. 

One of the debates that I had always had while working with music projects managed  
by social  workers was the quality of art and the responsibility to deliver art to my  
senior citizens. In a social service setting, they are doing socal services and not 
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music. I was told that the music project was aimed to have senior citizens acquire 
anew hobby--music, in this case--and to establish friendships. Thus, there is no need 
to improve musicality.

However, in my opinion, there is no contradiction between social services and music 
projects. High quality art does not impede or hinder social service purposes. Music 
in this context is a service. By providing high quality music (a service) to social 
service beneficiaries, it can be inferred that one is providing quality social service.

Furthermore, during my years working on senior citizen music, I witnessed the 
“impossible” as it is known to the public: senior citizens can produce quality arts 
as did with youth or professional artists. Quality here differs from level of difficulty. 
Senior citizens might not be able to achieve difficulty levels that equate to those of 
youths or professional musicians, but they are capable of producing quality music 
within their capability. Often the public would perceive that senior citizens cannot 
play difficult music pieces; therefore, the quality of their arts is lesser than that of 
other age groups. This is a perception that must change, so that senior citizen arts 
need to be extensively developed so that senior citizens have access to good artistic 
training.

Case Study - Men of Wind and Wind Band as a Senior Art Form

Wind bands originated from military music. Wind band was a created to promote 
safe, moral, and civic activities. Just like how the word harmonie in the French 
language refers to the orchestral harmonie which describes wind band and musical 
harmony, so wind bands can be described as tools to achieve social harmonie 
(harmony). Traditionally, people focus on the ancient social functionality of wind 
bands when they served as a communication tool to unite members of the society via 
music as compared to today, when wind band music is an art form. Being part of the 
wind band also enables members to create their own circle of community that shares 
a common interest (Vincent 2013, 13-14).

In the past 30 years, music therapists and music educators have started to provide 
music experiences for healthy seniors in their later years of life. Senior citizens have 
gone through almost a lifetime experimenting and experiencing different things in 
life. Therefore, they will be most willing to continue seeking experiences in music 
if they happen to enjoy it. Music can enrich and stimulate people of all ages; it is  
beneficial for healthy aging. 
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Relationships, a sense of personal well-being and accomplishment, and enriching 
recreation activities are essential factors in the quality of life of seniors. The wind 
band provides a desire for active music-making and socialization for seniors. Results 
from various researches report that “active music-making” and “socialization” are 
considered “very important” or “essential” to contribute to senior citizens’ quality 
of life. Senior band participants in the study had rated active music-making and 
socialization as “very important” or “essential”--as crucialas family relationships  
and good health are to them. These findings confirm that senior citizens actively 
participate in the band to improve social relationships, cognitive interest, and 
empowerment (Coffman et al 1999). 

Men of Winds (MOW) is a non-profit, senior community wind band established in 
the spring of 2019 specifically to provide musical experience for men aged 50 and 
above and managed by art administrators. The band also helps these men explore 
and develop their musical talents by providing music education for those who had 
never played music and continuing music education for those who are amateur or 
already have existing music knowledge.1

As mentioned earlier, the public do not expect that the elderly band will be able to 
produce quality music like regular community bands. This is mainly because elderly 
people are regarded as people with limited ability due to aging. It is also the exact 
reason why I founded MOW.

I still remember the first rehearsal was disastrous. The members could start the 
first bar together, but it was an impossible task to reach the final bar together. They 
needed some Western music background and I spent a lot of time training them 
with my limited music knowledge. I saw significant improvements. They started off 
being able to play only with simplified scores and managed to advance to Grade 3 
American standard pieces i.e. Blue ridge Saga and Centuria by James Swearingen. It 
was unfortunate that many did not agree with me and had a fixated  perception  that 
the elderly population cannot produce quality music.

For this case study, there are two observations which I would like to discuss. The first 
observation concerns the management of senior citizen arts by art administrators 
as opposed to social workers. From a personal perspective, senior citizen art groups 
managed by art administrators produce more quality artwork. When MOW first 
started, the members were only able to play primary school standard wind band 
pieces. After a half years’ training, the band was able to play competition pieces. This 

 1 Men of Winds, “Home ,” Facebook, accessed May 9, 2021, https://www.facebook.com/menofwinds.
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was because proper music training was given to band members. Materials used in the 
band were carefully selected based on the standard music training of the American 
band system. As a result of proper music training, the quality and music standards 
of MOW were much higher as compared to other music groups managed by social 
workers.

Another observation is that since the establishment of MOW nearly two years 
ago, there was a change in conductorship. It can be observed that the quality of 
music produced by the band increases in parallel with the level of musicality and 
conductorship. Profound improvement from aspects of tone, intonation, blending 
and rhythm can be observed.

From the standpoint of professional musicians who have worked with elderly 
people, these elderly members have the same goal to achieve better music like all 
other professional musicians. They possess similar passion in music. Their attitude 
and determination in pursuing music is no less than that of professional musicians. 
One of the examples that I can share here is the story of one of our members. This 
member lives offshore on an island, namely Peng Chau. He would travel four hours 
round trip to rehearsals on a weekly basis. His main reason was because MOW is a 
senior wind band that plays good, quality music.

It is natural that the learning progress for elderly people is slower than that of children, 
youths, or younger adults. However, with a systematic method and guidance, it is not 
impossible to enable elderly learners to achieve a higher level of arts and produce 
good artwork – as with the case of MOW where they progressed from primary 
standard music band pieces to competition pieces equivalent to secondary school 
standards.

Conclusion

Senior citizen art is still developing in Hong Kong with immense growth potential. 
Hong Kong has one of the fastest growing elderly populations with long life 
expectancy. Therefore, it is imperative that more initiatives should be carried out 
to help the society to cope with the demographic shift. For these initiatives to work, 
it is critical that the public changes its perspective towards elderly people. Art is a 
critical tool to implement social change.  Senior citizen art therefore holds a critical 
role in contributing to societal change. An example of a senior citizen project that 
I find admirable is the Silver Arts Festival hosted by the National Arts Council of  

2 Lin, Ka Chun. Interview with Lai Tak Chun. Personal communication. Hong Kong , May 4, 2021.
3 Lin, Ka Chun. Interview with William Shiu. Personal communication. Hong Kong , May 5, 2021.
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Singapore. It is an international festival where senior art groups worldwide could 
participate and shoucase their work. The fesrtvial promotes the idea of creative aging
for citizens to pursue art and demonstrate their capability and potential.
 
It is extremely challenging to develop senior citizen arts. This is mainly due to 
public perception that links being old to physical deficiencies and capability issues.
This perception becomes a barrier to the development of senior citizen arts. This is 
because goals for senior citizens were already pre-set with lower thresholds. It is true 
that these limitations of senior citizens are naturally occurring and that they cannot 
be reserved, but that does not mean that arts for senior citizens cannot be of quality.
Systematic and professional training can be tailored for senior citizens to ensure the 
delivery of quality arts. It is with no doubt that the potential in senior citizens can be 
unlocked if the society sees value in this population.
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Introduction

Urban sketching is a community-based creative practice that encourages drawing 
practice on location in cities, towns, and villages to capture the genius loci or the 
spirit of the distinctive visual, anthropological, and sentient expressions of a place.

The new term is necessarily related to the definition of a global and inclusive 
community arts as this drawing practice is open to the entire community and not 
necessarily exclusive to professional artists of any kind. Either organically, through 
groups of friends in occasional gatherings, or associatively, through registered non-
profit organisations affiliated, as regional chapters, to a global organisation named 
Urban Sketchers (USk), urban sketching practitioners form a global and regional 
art-based community that strongly contributes to promoting social engagement, 
community dialogues, and the interaction between professional artists and people 
who would not otherwise engage in arts activities (Figure 1, Figure 2 and Figure 3).

In its aesthetics and practice, urban sketching is informed by previous forms of travel 
journaling, urban landscape, topographical art, and the early 19th-century en plein 
air movement initiated by Pierre-Henri de Valenciennes. While travelling journals, 
urban landscape and topographical art are mainly concentrated around the principle 
of documentation of the distinctive elements of a location, from its structural 
surroundings to the various identitarian aspects of its community, the en plein air 
movement, driven by the growing democratisation of the arts through a divorce 
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Figure 3. Group photo after a sketching session at Bandr Seri Begawan, 
Brunei Darussalam on Septeamber 2020.

(Courtesy of Creative Space Gallery)

Figure 1. Urban sketching session at Bandar Seri
Begawan, Brunei Darussalam on September 2020
Courtesy of Creative Space Gallery)

Figure 2. Urban sketching session at Bandar Seri 
Begawan, Brunel Darussalam on 20 Septmeber 2020

(Courtesy of Creative Space Gallery)

with the academies, aimed to enable forms of social interaction and community 
engagement by organising groups for plein air sessions, first within a community of 
artists, and more recently as a broader and inclusive community arts-based activity.
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Aesthetically, urban sketching is an inclusive artistic movement as it is open to 
all stylistic approaches, techniques, and media used in representation, and does 
not discriminate between drawing skills since its purpose is exclusively drawing 
on location, by observation to tell the story of the places we live and we travel 
to, as stated in the USk manifesto. The manifesto also highlights the community 
engagement inherent to urban sketching through their inclusiveness to all in a local 
community and the collectiveness in sharing experiences and supporting each other 
(Campanario 2012). As the founder of USk states: “sketching (…) becomes social 
when you share your drawings online and meet other people to draw together” 
(Campanario 2012, 18).

Urban sketching practice has been growing significantly since the early 2000s. 
Social media networks such as Facebook, Flickr, YouTube, and Instagram are digital 
platforms for social engagement within the local and the global community of urban 
sketchers. Social media networks are used by official regional chapters of the USk in 
more than 62 countries and 315 cities worldwide to disseminate information about 
physical sketch walks, art educational activities, and sharing online the results of 
these local activities. As Hari Shankar wrote in the USk report of 2019, the Urban 
Sketchers movement has a focus on community building in order  “to teach on-
location drawing skills to as many people as possible all over the world. We make our 
instruction accessible both through large global events and smaller local workshops” 
(“Urban Sketchers Annual Report 2019” 2020, 16).

The public and local community urban sketching activities were severely affected 
during the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent lockdowns, stay-at-home 
orders, curfews, quarantines, sanitary regulations and other similar restrictions 
banning physical gatherings and circulation in public space. The COVID-19 
lockdowns started in January 2020 in Wuhan. By April of that year, about half of 
the world population was under lockdown and stay-at-home orders after the 
World Health Organisation (2020) declared that the virus reached the severity of a 
pandemic.

On the one hand, the lockdowns harshly limited the social interaction and 
community engagement on location and public space, but, on the other hand, social 
media allowed a certain creative resilience through the development of new forms of 
community sketching. Additionally, online sketching activities organised by formal 
sketching groups such as USk and USk chapters worldwide, and social interactions 
prompted by individual sketching influencers, became very important. These forms 
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of social media community arts engagement were able to reach a wider audience 
who were searching for a pastime or struggling with isolation, stress disorders, 
anxiety, sleep disorders, and looking for ways to keep a sense of normalcy and stress 
relief (Mackolil and Mackolil 2020). In March 2020, the World Health Organisation 
published a series of considerations about mental health and psychological issues 
emerging during the COVID-19 outbreak (World Health Organisation 2020a). The 
document specifically refers to social media engagement and creative activities, 
mainly drawing, as positive ways to ensure social communication and express 
emotions in times of distress.

In this chapter, we analyse the emergence of new modalities of community arts 
through the use of social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, YouTube, 
and Zoom. We also consider the emergence of COVID-19 and the lockdown 
condition as a collective subject matter globally shared among the online sketching 
community, arguing that hashtags became a sort of meeting point or public square 
during the lockdown and that online sketching and other online art-based activities 
had a positive impact on minimising the psychological distress caused by the 
COVID-19 lockdowns (Mucci et al 2020).

Community Arts and Urban Heritage: Capturing the “Spirit of Place” Through 
Urban Sketching

With the gradual democratisation of culture and the arts throughout the 20th 
century, institutions have been changing their role from authoritative custodians 
of the arts and culture to mediators between the arts and the communities. Since 
the late 1960s and early 1970s, the emergence of community arts and the growing 
importance of art education outside of the established system enabled social and 
racial inclusion, established a foundation for social and economic empowerment of 
local communities and minorities and paved the way for vibrantly creative urban 
settings leading to a sustainable creative industry (Murphy 1975). Community arts 
initiatives became tangible and intangible carriers of urban heritage and essential 
to the empowerment of minorities, social inclusion, gender equity (Zorach 2019; 
Ngo et al 2017; Graves 2005; Zuidervaart 2000; Hicks 1990; Murphy1975). Whether 
led by local cultural institutions or non-institutionalised community groups, these 
initiatives presented an escape from the control of the Establishment and the 
perpetuation of social stereotypes and economic stratification.
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When analysing the emergence of community arts in London during the late 1960s 
and early 1970s, Wetherell observes the rise of a working-class alternative that 
emphasised artistic practice as a “community-wide solidarity or individual self-
expression” (2013, 238). While community-wide solidarity is primarily concentrated 
in the consciousness of a local and shared urban identity and heritage, individual self-
expression merges with self-development (therapy/social welfare) and pleasurable 
experience creating a path towards self-confidence, recreation and self-discovery 
(Wetherell, 2013). In either of these contexts, artistic practice is necessarily driven 
by social and self-development, rather than by an individualist creative process, 
aesthetics and form-creating efforts (Zuidervaart 2000). As Wetherell explained, 
“community arts operate[d] through an almost therapeutic consciousness-raising 
which celebrates the creative process itself over the finished product” ( 2013, 237).

One of the critical aspects of community arts is the content. The idea of 
democratisation of the arts and culture, or better said, of the popularisation of the 
arts and culture, may give the impression that the objective of community arts is 
solely to enable forms of accessibility to middle-class culture and high art. Although 
that is an important aspect that institutionalised community art programmes 
run by educational departments in museums, theatres, and cultural centres need 
to tackle, the soul of community arts resides in empowering creative expressions 
of the community culture itself, which is often spearheaded by community-based 
non-profit organisations, associative groups or non-institutionalised initiatives. 
Community culture is a shared urban heritage that not only negotiates but also 
reflects, affirms, strengthens, and voices local identity. Community culture is 
flourishing from the concept of urban heritage, which in its turn harbours a series 
of notions that must be understood through its local context, particularly its local 
demographic setting, natural landscape, built environment, as well as the history 
and the intangible stories that are inherent to the spirit of place. The uniqueness 
of the population and its social practices, along with its heritage structures and 
urban setting, are forms of community cultural objectivation and can be transmitted 
through meaningful artistic practices (Figure 4). 
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Figure 4. Indian Heritage Centre, Paul Wang, the Virtual Culture Fest in 2020. 
(Courtesy of Paul Wang)

When the arts intersect with the elements of community culture and identity, a 
sense of local distinctiveness emerges not only as a unifying element within the 
community but also as a form of community culture representation that stands 
resiliently against the homogenising characteristics of the processes of globalisation 
(Evans et al 2011; Lin, 2011). Recent studies demonstrate that globalisation and 
localisation are not necessarily alternatives to one another but rather coexist and 
are inextricably connected (Logan et al 2016; Karlström  2010; Logan 2002;). The 
dynamics between the two result in a valorisation and pride of local identity and the 
projection of regional identities in a global context.

The uniqueness of urban identity is intensely expressed through the perception 
and valorisation of the built environment, as architectural heritage is not only 
a historical landmark a place but also a form of objectivation of social practices, 
cultural traditions, beliefs, worldviews and other expressions of intangible heritage 
that are practised by local communities. The community experience of a place is 
generally the weakest element in safeguarding intangible terms in urban heritage as 
the conventional approaches tend to exclusively recognise the value of historic built 
heritage. Visual artists are particularly relevant professional and social groups in 
urban spaces. They act as mediators of local discourse and often present perspectives 
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and interpretations of collective memory related to the community space. 
Contemporary artistic practice is a carrier of collective memories, particularly when 
its artistic discourse expresses values of cultural, religious, ethnic and social identity 
(Lopes, 2021). This process happens not only through the visualisation of the urban 
landscape and the significance of the place but also through the representation of 
intangible expressions, social practices, and the sentient expressions that result from 
the interactions of the communities in the urban space. Consequently, contemporary 
artistic practice is frequently an integrative and innovative communication model 
to enhance community knowledge, comprehension, and appreciation of cultural 
heritage (Buszek  2011; Garcia-Lopez and Mazuecos 2011).

As mentioned above, urban sketching is a contemporary artistic practice that highly 
relates with the notions of community arts and urban heritage in its expanded field: 
Urban Sketching integrates the representation of the built environment, presents 
a narrative of its historical heritage, often captures elements of intangible heritage 
concerning social practices, and frames community identity (Lin 2011; Logan 
2002). Because urban sketching is a participative and inclusive artistic practice 
that engages experienced sketchers and professional artists with the community 
through workshops, sketching walks and other educational activities, it contributes 
to a sense of cultural ownership and pride. Additionally, through shared stories 
and experiences, sketching in a group on location enhances the knowledge about 
and broadens the sense of collective memory and belonging. These ephemeral 
experiences of the urban space are also captured through visual and written forms 
when text descriptions accompany the sketches. Ultimately, we argue that urban 
sketching can work as a crowdsourcing repository for a community’s collective 
memory by providing an all-inclusive approach to the safeguarding of tangible and 
intangible heritage.

I want to further discuss this through some case studies and my own experience as an 
urban sketcher who lived as an expatriate in Brunei Darussalam and was introduced 
to urban sketching in March 2020, during the COVID-19 lockdown.

A well-known urban sketcher from Singapore, Paul Wang, is an art educator with 
a background in interior design and theatre production. His creative work is 
generally informed in urban development stories and the diversity of Singaporean 
urban and human heritage. The principles of conflict, collaboration and harmonious 
coexistence are thoroughly expressed through his sharp linework and vivid splashes 
of colour. The seemingly chaotic but organised composition (of the urban space) 
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along a defined boundary suggests chromatic diversity (of Singaporean cultural 
identities). Paul’s work captures not only his observations of the surrounding urban 
environment but also several other cultural elements such as the ambience of 
traditional locations such as markets, Kopitiam (typical coffee shop among the Malay 
and Chinese communities), hawker centres (Singaporean food courts), as well as the 
traditional foods that are part of the Singaporean food culture and the people who 
gather in these places for ordinary social and daily-life activities. This integration 
of perception and percipience is noticeable in Paul’s sketches in the North Bridge 
Hawker Centre (Figure 5) and the Tanglin Halt Food Centre (Figure 6).

Figure 5. North Bridge Rd Market, Paul Wang.
(Courtesy of Paul Wang)

Figure 6. Tanglin Halt Hawker 
Centre, Paul Wang. 
(Courtesy of Paul Wang)
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The documentation of tangible and intangible heritage is noticeable not only in the 
visual representation of the scene through observation but also through the caption 
of the photographed sketches shared on Instagram. The captions read as follows:

North Bridge Hawker Centre

Celebrating and sketching hawker culture was what we did last 
weekend.
One of Singapore’s most-loved institutions was been given a 
timely boost, with the country’s hawker culture being added to 
the Unesco list of Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity last 
December.
Hawker centres are very much part of my growing up 
experience. Many of you growing up in Southeast Asia will find 
this a familiar sight too. We go there to get our daily breakfast, 
lunch and even dinners.
In the early days, hawkers will move their mobile food carts to 
open spaces or by the roadsides to do their businesses. Now they 
have a permanent location with a roof over their heads.
I hope through my sketch I can show you how multi-racial we 
are. On the left, you have the Indian owned stall selling Teh 
Tarik, aka pulled tea. The drink seller will pour and toss the tea 
back and forth to aerate the tea. Next door, we have a Chinese 
couple selling their famous fish head soup and noodles. These 
are just 2 out of the many stalls at the North Bridge road food 
centre. They always draw a crowd. I hope you are hungry for 
some delicious local Singapore food!
#sketch #sketching #draw #drawing#watercolor #watercolour 
#sketchbook#danielsmith #danielsmithwatercolors#artoftheday 
#artwork#exploresingapore #hawkerfood#hawkercentre 
#hawkerculture#singapore #urbansketchers#urbansketching 
[Posted on 8 March 2021] 
https://www.instagram.com/p/CMJVNfbHxwV/?utm_
source=ig_web_copy_link
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Tanglin Halt Food Centre

My finished sketch from yesterday’s visit to Tanglin Halt food 
centre. So fun to observe and sketch an unfamiliar neighbourhood. 
A very charming estate built in the 60s. This sketch is about a 
popular wanton noodle stall on the left and a drink stall on the 
right in the food centre. Hopefully, you can get a feel of the market 
and whiff of the delicious char kway teow (local fried noodle). 
#sketch #sketching #draw #drawing #watercolour #watercolor 
#urbansketching #urbansketchers #exploresingapore 
#tanglinhalt #tanglinhaltfoodcentre #artoftheday #artwork 
#danielsmithwatercolors #danielsmith #hawkerculture. [Posted 
on March 28 2021]
https://www.instagram.com/p/CM8899fHqMl/?utm_source=ig_
web_copy_link

In both cases, the sketches are intended to frame Singaporean identity, not only 
through the representation of the spatial environment of Hawker Centres and the 
food stalls but also through the uniqueness of its food culture and social practices 
associated with it. Paul’s comments highlight his perception of Singaporean “multi-
racial” identity. The caption also explains the food traditions that can be experienced 
in the Hawker Centres, sparking the interest of those who are not familiar with 
Singaporean culture and promoting a sense of cultural pride in the local community, 
and its shared collective identity.

Occasionally, on location urban sketching practices and the conversation and social 
interactions that they entail have a pollinating effect on community engagement.

The pollinating effect of urban sketching is the ability of individual or group on 
location sketching to generate the desire in members of the community to begin 
drawing. One of the most common effects of sketching on location is the curiosity of 
commuters who stop for a while to observe the sketching session. This usually prompts 
conversation around the sketching skills or anything related to the subject that is 
being sketched. Urban sketching groups have been growing significantly globally, 
particularly in large cities, due to the public visibility of the sketching sessions. 
Unlike many other educational art activities which take place in enclosed spaces like 
studios, urban sketching activities typically involve reasonably large groups of 30 to 
50 people and are easily visible in public places such as public squares, crossroads, 
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and public parks (Figure 7). Often, commuters become interested in urban sketching 
and start joining urban sketching activities as they understand that urban sketching 
does not require any sketching skills and is not limited to any particular artistic 
techniques but is, rather, the simple practice of sketching in a group and that sharing 
experiences is not only an excellent method to develop creative skills but also to 
socialise within the community.

The pollinating effect is expanded even more through the regular use of social media 
by urban sketchers. Social media, particularly Instagram (for its specific photo 
and video sharing feature), have been widely used by urban sketchers to publicise 
sketching sessions on location and share the sketches made during these sketching 
sessions. Instagram posts often include location hashtags and are shown on users’ 
feeds based on georeferencing associated with location coordinates in latitude 
and longitude. This exponentially increases the visibility and the impact of urban 
sketching in the community arts and, consequently, also promotes the appreciation 
of local cultural heritage and collective identity.

Another aspect of community engagement prompted by urban sketching activities 
is the conversations and social interactions between the sketchers and the local 
community. As previously mentioned, commuters, shopkeepers, and other members 
of the community living or working in the location where sketching sessions take 
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Figure 7. Urban sketching session at Bandar Seri Begawan,
Brunei Darussalam on 20 September 2020.

(Courtesy of Creative Space Gallery)
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place usually interact with the sketchers (Figure 8). Empathy is formed on a mutual 
sense of appreciation and recognised value of the location or setting, whether for its 
the historical value of a building or street or its heritage. During sketching sessions, 
urban sketchers are often offered water, a stool, or a chair to sit more comfortably, 
and frequently engage in friendly conversations and share stories about the location or 
other things related to the location, thereby contributing to revealing the spirit of the place.
During a sketching session with my family and two friends, while we were sketching 
an old groceries shop in Downtown Bandar Seri Begawan, the capital city of Brunei 
Darussalam, the shop owner, an old lady in her 70s approached us to check what 
we were doing (Figures 9 and 10). She was surprised to find that we were sketching 
her shop. She kindly started talking about when she opened the shop in 1972 and 
described how that location was very commercially and socially vibrant, as it was the 
business and cultural centre of the town. She mentioned other shops that were once 
there, the first cinema halls that opened nearby, the goods that used to be sold and 
some  of the social and cultural traditions that were practised at the time and how 
they changed over the last decades.

Rui Oliveira Lopes

Figure 8. Urban sketching session at Bandar 
Seri Begawan, Brunei Darussalam on 20 
September 2020.
(Courtesy of Creative Space Gallery)
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Figures 9 and 10. Groceries Shop.
(Image by Rui Oliveira Lopes)
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When posting the sketch on social media, urban sketchers often include captions 
mentioning intangible elements associated with the practice experience, such as 
stories, and the knowledge that was sourced from the community. Interestingly, this 
form of the archaeology of knowledge through sketching and the documentation of 
heritage is transmitted to the community through the sharing in social media. These 
are everyday stories and experiences shared by urban sketchers all around the world.

A 48-year-old grocery shop in Bandar, somewhere between 
Jalan Roberts and Jalan Pretty. Great sketching morning with @
osman.816, @zakariabinomar and my lovely family. After a few 
minutes of sketching, the shop owner came to check on what we 
were doing. Knowing the stories of places from the people is one 
of my favourite things about urban sketching.
#uskbrunei #usk #urbansketchers #sketching 
#sketchingheritage #sketch #architecture #archsketch 
#archsketcher #sketcharchitecture #sketch_arq 
#sketch_architecture #inkandwatercolor #inkandwash 
#sketchfirstthinklater #loosesketch #watercolor #global_
sketchers. [posted on December 13, 2020]
https://www.instagram.com/p/CIvAw5dBa6F/?utm_source=ig_
web_copy_link

Captions are not necessarily limited to social media, but they are also an integral 
component of urban sketching, typically found in explanatory drawings. Urban 
sketchers often include annotations and other graphics to enhance and bring more 
life to the sketch by emphasising the experience and the knowledge obtained while 
sketching. In this sense, urban sketching can be perceived as a form of inquiry and 
transmission of knowledge and often cultural heritage linked to a place and or urban 
social and cultural practices.

Sketching During the Lockdown: Between Local and Global Communities

In the context of the COVID-19 lockdown, the community experience of place and 
its inherent social practices in public spaces were seriously compromised.

Most community arts and education programmes were temporarily suspended due 
to the lockdown, curfews and other restrictions banning physical gatherings and 
circulation in public space.
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The regular urban sketching activities organised by informal groups and registered 
organisations such as the Urban Sketchers movement shifted entirely to online 
platforms and social media. This unprecedented global event introduced significant 
changes in the community arts and the urban sketchers’ community.

In the face of lockdown and isolation, many people initiated, resumed, or kept 
practising creative activities as a form of self-expression, stress management, self-
development, fighting boredom, and staying socially connected while keeping 
physical distance. Social media became a meaningful tool to cope with loneliness, 
anxiety and the other mental health issues resulting from the COVID-19 lockdown 
(Cauberghe et al 2021; Mackolil and Mackolil 2020;  Mucci et al 2020).

Aphrodite Bouikidis, a researcher on Urban Studies, explains how the pandemic 
drove her to resume sketching, and mainly urban sketching, as a form of nostalgic 
expressions of her times in Greece, where she lived before moving to British 
Columbia, Canada, to enrol in a Masters in Urban Studies. Boukidis stated that 
the nostalgic emotions of a pre-pandemic social life motivated her to relive those 
moments through sketching the places and locations associated with those memories. 
On several occasions, Boukidis mentioned how social media became influential in 
resuming sketching activities. She noted that she felt nostalgic with the posts of 
places in Greece by her friends and, after reacquiring an interest in sketching those 
places, she discovered the USk community online. The idea of sharing the sketches 
online gave her a sense of belonging to a global community.

Sketching from photos is not in line with these principles, but 
I am too nostalgic about my previous adventures and missed 
sketching opportunities to care too much right now. With 
more sunny days, I’ll get out and sketch my current city on 
location and try to share online.  Either way, it is a great break 
from the screen time that dominates many of our lives these 
days, and I hope to make it a regular practice that I keep. Most 
importantly: you don’t have to be an artist or ‘good’ at drawing. 
Just spend some time with a pen/pencil and sketchbook during 
your adventures or everyday life, and draw what you see in a 
streetscape, architecture, a moment in a café or the library. Here 
I go. (Bouikidis 2020).

Community arts and urban heritage during the COVID-19 lockdown



100

On the one hand, the limitations imposed by physical distance, social media became 
a sort of a digital public square, a common ground for social interaction and a way to 
experience social relationships and activities in the urban space. On the other hand, 
the documentary component of urban sketching activities in the way that drawing 
presents a visual narrative of daily activities and storytelling became an exciting way 
to document the lockdown.

Several sketchers opted to keep socially engaged online through virtual urban 
sketching sessions with google maps and street view. These digital tools offered 
the sense of being in a location and probably the closest experience to drawing on 
location. Experienced urban sketchers began offering online courses and donation-
based sessions on Zoom or other video conference platforms that attempted to 
mimic typical urban sketching sessions on location within a local community.

Through social media, particularly Facebook and Instagram, local community 
groups of urban sketchers made efforts to keep socially engaged in sketching 
activities, initiating a series of activities online. Sketching challenges became popular 
among these local sketching communities and participation rapidly expanded to a 
global community. The official chapter of the USk community in Portugal (USkP) 
initiated a series of online workshops open to everyone globally entitled Quarentena 
Desenhada (Sketched Quarantine). The workshop took place from 16 to March 
22 2020, and throughout seven days, participants were guided through sketching 
possibilities related to the reality of lockdown. The couch, home cooking, the TV 
news, tabletop games, books and bookshelves, breakfast, and the window view 
became a popular subject in sketching, as a new urban collective identity shared 
by the local and global community. The use of hashtags #quarentenadesenhada 
#uskathome #dtiys (draw this in your style) and others used in specific challenges 
became a virtual place for sharing experiences and a form of simulacrum of the 
physical place and the physical forms of socialisation.

The founder of the USk, Gabriel Campanario, published an opinion article in the 
Seattle Times newspaper about the sketchers community in Northern Italy, who 
began sketching the window views from home and sharing the artworks online 
using the hashtag #uskathome (short for urban sketchers at home). On March 20, 
2020, when Campanario published his opinion article, around 1,200 drawings were 
tagged on Instagram (Campanario 2020). As of May 10, 2021, the hashtag counts 
with 60,279 posts. The global movement is now a living testimony of the pandemic 
effect on social activities and daily life, where toilet paper rolls, computers with zoom 
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sessions going on, backyards, indoor plants, and other ordinary things or events 
became the “new” landmarks and the sketchers of them became an integral symbol 
of collective pandemic heritage and shared identity.

The online sketching activities vary significantly from sessions open to the global 
community of sketchers and those interested in joining these sessions from the 
comfort of their couch, focues workshops by professional artists and experienced 
sketchers, to smaller sketching sessions limited to the local community sketchers 
which are typically focused on sketching the urban setting in their specific location 
to express a sense of normalcy and connection to their collective locality.

The USk community, as a global movement, has been contributing significantly to 
the popularity of and engagement with community arts, particularly during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As early as April 2020, the USk organisation started a web 
series called USk Talks broadcasted live on YouTube with the purpose to inspire 
and connect the community of urban sketchers and everyone interested in urban 
sketching. The series, hosted by Robsketcherman from Hong Kong, began with 
discussions about sketching during the pandemic and how sketchers adapted to a 
new sketching routine and then continued discussions related to other sketching 
topics. The first season had an average of 350 viewers watching live and participating 
in the sessions with questions. The web series, available on YouTube, became a 
meaningful educational resource for the growth and development of community 
arts on a local and global scale.

Conclusion

Community arts has been evolving in the last decades as a form of social empowerment 
and popularisation of the arts, promoting a significant social change in the perception 
and appreciation of the arts. I use the word popularisation instead of democratisation, 
as the latter suggests the idea that the arts still require a body of representatives to 
mediate or manage the involvement of the public in the arts. Popularisation of the 
arts implies the direct empowerment of the people in the artistic production and 
mediation from the community to the community. It also assumes that elements of 
collective identity are crucial in community arts as it intends to communicate ideas 
and expressions that are locally meaningful and representative of the community. 
These elements at the crossroads of community arts and urban heritage are visibly 
expressed in public space, either physically at the public square or virtually in social 
media, through the emulation and a form of replacement of the local space.
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Urban sketching is, in its essence, an artistic practice that depends on community 
engagement and participation to communicate heritage within the local community 
but also internationally. Urban sketching is a form of community arts that shows 
vital signs of social resilience with a positive impact on ageing and mental health and 
a powerful way to document and disseminate knowledge related to cultural heritage, 
thereby strengthening the sense of belonging to a community.
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Introduction

Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA) in Singapore is broadly used to refer to 
professional, family-oriented productions aimed at children 0–12 years old. These 
performances range from musicals to dramatic plays and usually take place in theatre 
buildings, have high production values and are closely linked to education. Although 
dramatic performance for (as well as with and by) children in Singapore has a long 
and rich history that dates back to the pre-colonial period, it was not until the 1980s 
that the idea and provision of theatre for children as a form of entertainment started to 
come to the fore. As standards of living began to improve, and with political stability 
gaining traction in the late 1980s, policymakers turned their attention to boosting 
the arts and cultural industries as a way to develop a capital-intensive economy. With 
the aim of repositioning and transforming Singapore into a “Global City of the Arts” 
(Kong 2012; Lee & Lim 2004), the blending and merging of educational policies, 
theatre practices and nation-building strategies led TYA to shift from the margins 
of society to the economic mainstream, injecting a new dynamic into the cultural 
landscape and paving the way for what can be described as a TYA sector today. 

In an environment where creativity and productivity has flourished, TYA has 
become an economic entity as much as an artistic practice. In an attempt to fulfil a 
set of criteria imposed by funding agencies and educational organisations, creative 
practices are sometimes compromised and moulded to fit the demands of the market. 
Behind closed doors, interests are pitted against one another, with producers and 
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directors competing to obtain the rights to a popular title, rushing to secure a theatre 
venue or outdoing one another by staging a more glitzy and spectacular production. 
In more commercial settings, imported Broadway and West End-type productions 
are focused on increasing tourism, exploiting the arts scene for economic gain. These 
issues signal a cultural climate that is driven by global capitalism, where TYA artists 
and companies are increasingly pressured to think and act entrepreneurially while 
maintaining their artistic vision and integrity. 

More recently, TYA has flourished largely attributing to the Arts Master Plan – a 
cultural plan that revealed a vision for the Singapore arts scene to be achieved over 
a five-year period (2015–2019). This document marked an important milestone 
because it was the first time in any policy that attention was given to TYA, giving 
the green light to open up creative possibilities and explore new theatrical territory. 
The motivation for this arose from concerns of the lack of quality performances in 
which “young audiences may not be experiencing the best in theatre” (NAC Arts 
Master Plan, Theatre Sector 2014, 4). Unsurprisingly, this led to an influx of activities 
for children and families in Singapore such as arts festivals for the young, cultural 
exchange programmes, creative workshops and international collaborations. One 
major development that emerged from this is The Artground – an arts centre that 
hosts music and movement-based interactive sessions, gardening workshops, and 
multi-disciplinary installations designed for children aged 12 and under. 

The research that informed this chapter draws on my ethnographic fieldwork I 
undertook in 2017. It was designed to reflect open and new discoveries and consider 
creative practices and forms that might be overlooked when theatre is made to satisfy 
the market, rather than assessing educational goals or evaluating the Artground’s 
success. This examination is inevitably connected to my own journey and discovery, 
but its intention is not personal. Instead, it is to illuminate how TYA beyond the 
metropolitan and commercial centre can reconfigure creative practices and engage 
communities in new ways. 

The Beginning of the Artground

The Artground has been a long time coming. The idea for a dedicated arts centre for 
children and young people was first mooted in 2013, following a series of discussions 
between TYA producers, artists, and companies, in which I was a part of. All parties 
agreed that there were concerns over the costly commercial theatre productions 
turning arts in Singapore into an elitist recreation, where only the well-off could 
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afford a ticket. Grievances were also aired about the lack of rehearsal space, and 
the tediously safe choice of choosing popular titles over experimental work. These 
conversations caught the attention of the National Arts Council (NAC), which 
consequently organised several dialogue sessions between January and March 2014. 
The aim of the meetings was to identify some of the financial and artistic challenges 
TYA artists and companies were facing, and to brainstorm possible solutions. The 
TYA representatives pitched the idea for the children’s arts centre, which was later 
approved by the NAC and incorporated into its Arts Master Plan. Being a part of the 
TYA community and a participant in the meetings provided me with useful insights, 
and helped thread together some of the political, social and artistic concerns that 
arose out of the discussions. The sections that follow focus on two aspects of The 
Artground. First, it analyses how The Artground has framed and positioned itself 
as a play space for children as opposed to a typical arts venue. Second, it examines 
the GroundBreakers – a residency programme that enables artists to take risks, ask 
questions and work on ideas over a longer period of time.

The Artground as a Situated Practice

The Artground is not a typical theatre building. In fact, it is a repurposed school 
hall at the Goodman Arts Centre – an arts hive nestled within the Mountbatten 
neighbourhood. Geographically, this is a location away from the city centre where 
most commercial art spaces and theatre buildings can be found. Today, the arts 
centre still maintains the architectural structure of a typical local school; there are 
three blocks of classrooms, an assembly hall, two cafes, a small black box theatre, 
two dance studios and a playing field. These spaces are rented out to artists and 
companies from different disciplines (e.g. dance, theatre, music, visual and literary 
arts), one of which is, in fact, the National Arts Council. The latter point makes the 
site an interesting hub of activity, where the creatives and those who dictate the 
policy for the creatives are housed together.

The exterior of The Artground resembles a typical school hall and blends well with 
the surrounding school-like environment (e.g. classroom blocks and corridors). 
This concrete building, which is surrounded by a few trees, appears rather old and 
unassuming. The inside of the hall evokes recognisable educational undertones for 
local visitors who have attended public schools in Singapore, perhaps stirring up a 
sense of nostalgia in some. The absence of a façade might be unnerving for some 
visitors, who may be more acquainted with the conventional structures and designs 
of theatre spaces. The space also does not subscribe to expectations when it comes 
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to theatre bars, lobbies and souvenir shops – as there aren’t any. Additionally, since 
entry into this space is non-ticketed, children and their families are not bound by 
theatre rules and conventions, and can freely enter and leave as they please.

Making and watching performances in a non-theatrical space opens up new 
questions about the relationship between creativity and the materiality of place. 
One way to understand TYA as a social practice is to remove the angle of TYA as a 
commercial commodity. In Spaces of Vernacular Creativity: Rethinking the Cultural 
Economy, cultural geographer Tim Edensor and his co-authors challenge the 
prevailing discourses surrounding creative cities. One of their arguments is that the 
concept of the creative class and creative cities has rebranded artists as entrepreneurs 
and has privileged “large metropolitan centres as sites of cultural productions” 
(Edensor et al 2010, 5). In doing so, it has created “a spatial other” (Edensor et al 
2010, 1). They argue that when these marginalised spaces (that include homes, 
sheds, and gardens) are juxtaposed with the dominant narratives surrounding the 
creative nature of the urban centres, they are often dismissed as “cultural deserts 
devoid of coolness” (Edensor et al 2010, 1). As a result, these distinctions have led 
to consumerist patterns being articulated around a series of spatial oppositions such 
as local global, suburban/metropolitan, and urban/ rural. Here, the metropolitan is 
also caught up in relation with the non-metropolitan, coolness with the uncool, and 
so creativity becomes entangled with what is thought to be uncreative (Edensor et 
al 2010, 13–14). It is in this context, they assert, that creativity has far more complex 
and nuanced geographies, and argue for a rethinking of marginal and everyday 
spaces where creative activities also take place. 

Harriet Hawkins, in her book Creativity, offers an insightful geographical perspective 
on the production and consumption of art beyond specialised spaces such as theatres, 
museums, concert halls, and cinemas. Here, she notes that there is a rich repertoire 
of studies exploring expensive and privileged spaces. As a counter perspective, she 
examines the “micro geographies” of creative production – a term she uses to describe 
smaller sites within the wider art worlds – and proposes that these overlooked 
spaces might be conceptualised as valuable sites for creativity, “encompassing 
processes of transformation, performance production and transmission” (Hawkins 
2017, 72). She distinguishes the studio as a separate space for material-making 
and experimentation, and suggests that it is “a site for processes such as thinking, 
reflecting and conceptualising; processes that intersect with material practices of 
drawing, making or sculpting materials” (Hawkins 2017, 73).
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I am not suggesting that The Artground is an everyday space or studio, but these 
perspectives prompt new ways to consider theatre practices and experiences that are 
located away from the metropolitan centre. Refocusing on “non-specialised spaces” 
for the production of creativity enables a theorisation that actively promotes an all-
embracing inclusivity. Those who may have been excluded from enjoying theatrical 
arts – largely because of the expensive tickets sold in the city centre and commercial 
hubs – would be welcomed into the fold, and there would be a heightened 
appreciation for all the creative activities produced for children and young people in 
smaller and informal settings away from the city centre. This way of thinking moves 
the focus away from market-ready products and services to the affective, emotive 
and cathartic dimensions of creative pursuits, reasserting the value of creativity that 
has limited economic currency but boundless value. In a saturated marketplace, this 
recognises, as Hawkin suggests, the value of the “embodied, affect-rich, place-based 
experience of performance” (Hawkins 2017, 102).

A Constructed Space of Play

The rather cold, austere exterior of The Artground belies the fact that its very 
existence is motivated by the idea of play. Inside, the design, installations and 
programmes capture the sense of awe-inspiring discovery and childhood wonder. 
The space actively encourages children’s natural curiosity about the strange and 
unknown, and its methodology and ideology reimagine and recreate forms of play 
that have been lost by rapid urbanisation. For example, there is a miniature garden 
outside The Artground for children to explore different types of plants and draw 
creative inspiration from nature. Here, they can participate in a range of programmes 
such as upcycling projects, worm farming, composting initiatives, and vegetable 
growing – all of which nurtures a sense of curiosity and a connection with nature. 
In the hall, the installations are designed in a way that encourages children to climb 
and crawl through them, similar to climbing a large tree in a park; albeit a sanitized 
version. This area is also cleared of any barriers so that it enables children to run 
around and explore all the elements of the various interactive art installations. Since 
the play space at The Artground is free to the general public, children can freely 
move between the indoor and outdoor areas at leisure. All these features illustrate 
a space that is designed to encourage different forms of interaction and embodied 
experiences that can lead to imaginative discoveries and open-ended play. Executive 
Director Luanne Poh shares her vision in this way: 
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Figure 1. Inside The Artground 
Hullabaloo installation by Aida Said

The site of The Artground adds an important dimension to the ideological framing. 
The unique geographical location, its appearance and surroundings not only 
challenge the markers of commercial theatres, but also reconfigure the audience 
experience. More crucially, the emphasis on play makes this participatory experience 
reliant on children in order for the space to be brought to life. Theatrologist Marvin 
Carlson, who offers a  semiotic analysis of the performance environment in both 
traditional theatre and non-theatre spaces, states:

Theatre has traditionally presented itself as a special experience set 
apart from everyday life, an experience not restricted to the actual 
performance but extending to the entire event structure of which 
the performance is a part, and the location of that event structure 
has often carried forward that image by displaying the symbols of 
elegance, pleasure and high culture. (Carlson 1989, 164)
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Carlson’s consideration of the interior decoration in the theatre focuses on theatres 
designed for adult audiences, and draws attention to features that in the past signalled 
wealth and class. The Artground continues the tradition of presenting theatre as 
a “special experience set apart from everyday life”, but extends this experience to 
other forms of creativity and activities in meaningful ways. By focusing on play, 
imagination and intrigue, The Artground is designed as much for playful interaction 
as for the visual consumption that Carlson writes about. Since play is active and 
spontaneous then what is thus “displayed” by this space takes on its own life through 
children’s participation.

Free play is not the only activity at The Artground. There is also a range of activities 
that take place in the WhiteBox – a dedicated space within its premises that hosts 
workshops and performances. Unlike a TYA performance that typically lasts 
between 40 to 50 minutes, the programmes here are curated as a flow of events. 
The duration of most of the activities are 30 minutes followed by a 30-minute break 
or change over. During this time when the artists are preparing the White Box for 
the next activity, the children are invited to play in the main play space or grab a 
snack at the café just beside The Artground. Additionally, the activities on the same 
day are not repeated. This not only provides adults and children the freedom of 
choice, but also extends their time at The Artground. Here, I will use an example to 
illustrate how curating the programmes in this way can influence children’s sense 
of time and play. On my second visit, I heard parents tell their child it was time 
to go home as he had already “finished” two programmes and that they had spent 
close to two hours at The Artground. It was clear that the parents were getting 
impatient. However, the child replied: “Can we please stay longer? I have not 
experienced the space and music thing” (referring to two other programmes that 
were taking place in the WhiteBox). It is interesting to note that the child did not 
use the words “finished” but instead expressed his participation as an “experience”. 
An argument can be made here about the different ways in which play is perceived 
by the adult and the child. 

In his seminal work Art as Experience, John Dewey suggests, while “experience” 
occurs continuously, “an experience” runs its course to completion. He describes “an 
experience” in this way:

A piece of work is finished in a way that is satisfactory; a problem 
receives its solution; a game is played through; a situation, 
whether that of eating a meal, playing a game of chess, carrying 
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on a conversation, writing a book, or taking part in a political 
campaign, is so rounded out that its close is a consummation 
and not a cessation. Such an experience is a whole and carries 
with it its own individualising quality and self-sufficiency. It is 
an experience. (Dewey 1980, 35)

The moment that I described can be analysed through Dewey’s differentiation 
between the two concepts. For the adult, each activity is treated as an isolated event 
and assumes that a process has concluded. A child’s participation, however, carries 
a complex emotional resonance which leads to a desire to continue exploring and 
playing. This illustrates how children’s participation and measurement of time 
are linked to activity, rather than the clock. As Dewey argues, when we have “an 
experience” there are no disruptions and breaks because of continuous merging. It 
is only through “an experience” that it can be integrated “within and demarcated 
in the general stream of experience from other experiences” (Dewey 1980, 35). In 
her study on children’s experience in the theatre, educationalist Shifra Schonmann 
builds on the work of Dewey and argues that theatre for children should be 
treated as “an experience”. She draws on the works of Philip Jackson and contends 
that, when children are “fully immersed in experience”, they “lose all sense of 
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separation between self, object and event” (Schonmann 2000, 30). This continuous 
merging aptly captures the flow of activities at The Artground. The example that 
I described brings into focus the quality of the experience that creates its unity 
and illuminates how “an experience” is a whole and carries with it its own self-
sufficiency and individualising quality. Although these programmes might not 
always be theatrical activities, they offer children the time and space to explore 
new ideas and sensations, allowing them to formulate their own connections and 
learnings through different experiences. 

Creating such an environment recognises that the adults – whether they are theatre-
makers, producers or play providers – have a role in ensuring that children’s artistic 
and aesthetic experiences are of equal or higher quality to any form of entertainment 
for adults. Geographer Owain Jones has conducted research into children’s use of 
adult-constructed space. He argues: 

Children mostly live their lives within the warp and weft of 
the striations of adult space. These material, symbolic and 
disciplinary structures are both incidental and deliberate in 
their relation to children. Children’s geographies operate within 
these patterns. The question is the nature of the interaction 
between the two. If adults’ geographies are intensive, rigid and 
powerfully embedded, there may be little chance for children to 
build their own geographies, but if adults’ geographies can be 
more permeable, heterogeneous and tolerant of otherness, then 
those in society most celebrated for their bodily and mental 
spontaneity, creativity, exuberance and mobility, may have the 
ability to express this in the creation of their own geographies 
within the adult world which, it seems, is bound to continue to 
be the dominant ordering of space. (Jones 2000, 43) 

The fact that The Artground – culturally and architecturally – is a building designed 
to encourage curiosity and playful discoveries suggests its ability to act as a 
bridge between childhood and adulthood space. This is, perhaps, what Jones calls 
“polymorphic space” (Jones 2000, 38), which can respond to the “warp and weft” of 
adults’ and children’s interpretations and desires. What is interesting and particular 
about The Artground is the liminality between these positions described by Jones. 
The building is managed and controlled by adults, but specifically designed to allow 
children to play creatively and imaginatively within it. Designing and positioning 
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it as a “play space” challenges the idea of control and policing, and shifts the power 
from the adults to children. Additionally, since the installations are changed every 
few months, it encourages continuous encounters and exchanges between artists and 
children, enabling the reciprocity of creative input to shape its design and ethos. 
By providing the tools and equipment of play, The Artground brings to fore the 
children’s “imaginative involvement” and allows them to be creators of their own 
geographies (Jones 2000, 67). 

Empowering children and recognising that they are able to think and feel for 
themselves at The Artground reflects the heartbeat of the International Association 
of Theatre for Children and Young People (ASSITEJ). The organisation’s belief is 
written as a vision statement: 

ASSITEJ commits in principle and in practice to collaboration 
and cooperation between other international artistic associations 
on matters of mutual interest, where appropriate. We do this 
in order to advocate the theatre and the arts as a universal 
expression of humankind, as fundamental to human, social 
and cultural development and as a bridge-builder for mutual 
understanding and tolerance as enshrined in the Universal 
Declaration of Human Rights. (Assitej-international, n.d.)

This view insists that children are active beings whose agency is important in 
the creation of their own worlds. It signifies a shift in power relations where the 
adult no longer automatically assumes hierarchical privilege, although it must be 
recognised that they are still the purchasers of tickets and the chaperones. Above 
all, it treats children as competent social beings and advocates for both their rights 
to participate in the arts and capacities for engaging with/ in performance. It is clear 
that The Artground shares the social commitment of the global TYA community and 
recognises that the arts should be a vital part of children’s cultural lives. 

The Groundbreakers - A Slower Way of Working

Playful and curious encounters at The Artground are not just for the children, but 
also extend to the artists who create these experiences for them. In October 2017, 
three months after its opening, The Artground launched the GroundBreakers, a 
residency programme that offered artists the opportunity to discover different ways 
of art-making and a space to create new work for children and young people. The 
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aim of the programme was for practitioners to conceptualise and test different ideas 
that could “break new ground”, and provide children “aesthetic experiences that are 
thoughtfully designed and considered” (The Artground, n.d.). The programme does 
not demand the artist produce a final product, but places an emphasis on the creative 
development. It adopts a flexible and open method that allows them to improvise, 
experiment and engage with ideas and practices that might not necessarily lead to 
any outcome; prioritising the doing, rather than the done. 

In many ways, the GroundBreakers, as a process of making and discovering, resonates 
with the idea of the studio that Hawkins discusses. The studio, she argues, allows 
artists, musicians, and craft practitioners to engage with creative practices that are not 
necessarily linked to the “traditional structures of the creative industries”, reflecting 
more overlooked stories of production and consumption (Hawkins 2017, 101). She 
goes on to suggest that the studio is a space of practice that involves a whole series of 
“collection, documentation, rumination, development and information” (Hawkins 
2017, 79) and is “a complex and ever-changing terrain of creative production” 
(Hawkins 2017, 101). Thinking about the GroundBreakers from this perspective 
thus shifts TYA from market-ready products to embracing practices that are never 
complete or closed; wherein the work is entwined with the situated nature and social 
and material conditions of its making. It recognises that creativity is always evolving, 
that it emerges from the culmination of multiple processes, and takes into account 
its improvisational qualities that shuttle between inspirations, ideas, reflections, and 
knowledge. There are three ways in which the incubation programme can encourage 
new ways of working and engagement.

First, as I have explained earlier in this chapter, the idea of a TYA/ arts centre for 
children emerged from conversations amongst theatre practitioners who were 
driven by creative ambitions rather than economic gains. One of the concerns is 
that, in a competitive climate, artists and companies are pressured to create work 
that can meet the demands of the market in order to survive. Additionally, since 
most of the TYA activities take place within the urban centre, producing a work 
requires high financial costs (e.g. rental of rehearsal space, promotion, paying a 
production team, and hiring a venue). To combat this, artists sought a space where 
they could take risks and create works that were not tied to educational outcomes or 
economic pressure. In some ways, the GroundBreakers responds to these concerns. 
Since the programmes are heavily subsidised by the NAC, it removes the financial 
obligations and risks from the artists. By moving the making away from the frenzied 
space of productivity, this environment invites them to slow down and become 
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fully immersed in the creation process. It offers them the time and space to explore, 
reflect and research, rather than fall back onto formulaic and stale approaches of art-
making. In his book, Originals, psychologist Adam Grant advocates a slower process 
of working and thinking – what he calls “procrastination”– and discusses how such 
an approach can boost creativity. He refers to prominent figures such as Leonardo 
Da Vinci and argues that procrastination is a common habit of creative thinkers and 
great problem solvers. He states:

Along with providing time to generate novel ideas, 
procrastination has another benefit: it keeps us open to 
improvisation. When we plan well in advance, we often stick 
to the structure we’ve created, closing the door to creative 
possibilities that might spring into our fields of vision. (Grant 
2016, 104)

This suggests how a slower process of working can give time for ideas to mature 
and enable artists to imagine, dream, learn and evolve as they go long; although it 
must be recognised that such an approach requires a level of discipline as well. By 
embracing improvisation as a way of doing, designing and making things, artists are 
able to focus on doing things well rather than doing more things; paying attention to 
quality rather than quantity.

Second, one advantage of the programme is that artists are given the opportunity to 
present their ideas/ work-in-progress to parents, children and other artists as a way to 
gather feedback. This is not commonly practised in commercial theatres in Singapore 
since it requires additional resources and time on the part of the artist or company. 
Nick Wilson who examines the relationship between creativity and the cultural and 
creative industries provides a useful perspective to reflect on these interactions. In 
Social Creativity: Requalifying the Creative Economy, he moves the emphasis away 
from the economic imperatives of the creative economy and individualistic notions 
of creativity, and calls for a consideration of “social creativity” that focuses on the 
“collective and relational nature or creative practice” (Wilson 2010, 373). Attending 
to social creativity, he suggests, invites “interaction across boundaries” that can 
enable “the reproduction and/ or transformation of social values, and the realisation 
of human beings’ creative potential” (Wilson 2010, 373). The feedback sessions chime 
well with Wilson’s idea of “social creativity”. It challenges the top-down approach 
of making TYA by creating a feedback loop between the artist and audience, and, 
in doing so, enables new ideas and forms of knowledge to be socially produced. 

Caleb Lee



117

These dialogical encounters not only inform about the creative process, but shift the 
audience from passive consumers to active producers and co-creators, encouraging 
a constant re-evaluation and rebalancing of the status quo between adult and child. 

Third, the GroundBreakers is not an isolated place of production but operates as 
part of an artistic cluster, giving artists the opportunity to connect with local and/ or 
international artists during their residency. Instead of working alone, the artists can 
tap onto a wider creative network including other artists who reside in the Goodman 
Arts Centre, teachers, social and cultural workers working in the vicinity or visiting 
practitioners. This moves the creation process from the impulse of individuals to a 
more distributed social phenomenon, facilitating an active and supportive relational 
community. Such a way of working, as Wilson suggests, allows: 

...more choice about potential practices and therefore better 
decision-making and more creative practice; being better able 
to work with uncertainty and multiple perspectives (allowing 
better dialogue, collegiality and teamwork); and resolving 
personal/ professional dilemmas, and recognising and using the 
power of emotion. (Wilson 2010, 376) 

Edensor and his co-authors also point out that working between groups in close 
proximity can generate benefits. These “networks of creativity”, they suggest, resist 
concepts of creativity that are limited by spatial enclosures to develop a more open 
understanding of the transitory and fluid nature of creative practices (Edensor et al 
2007, 16). They assert that creative currents can flow through networks and increase 
the potential for “new and emergent forms of activity across a range of sites and 
locales” (Edensor et al 2007, 15). This theoretical understanding underpins the 
intention and practices of the GroundBreakers. It brings together multiple artistic 
forms and perspectives that can deepen the quality of the artistic work. As a network, 
this way of working resists hierarchical structures and bounded places, encouraging 
social and creative relationships that are built on reciprocity. By engaging with others 
and experimenting with different artistic and dramatic forms, it can ultimately 
contribute to collaborations and practices that are rhizomatic and dynamic, 
recognising that creativity is an ongoing cultural and social process. 

These three approaches illustrate how the GroundBreakers programme can generate 
an environment that is conducive for future works. It operates as an interdependent 
system of activities and highlights the “making of ” TYA as a social and relational 
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practice reliant on cooperation, collaboration and participation in a shared space. 
It is not a rehearsal for productions, nor a training ground for practitioners to pass 
time while waiting for work in what they perceive to be serious theatre. Rather, it is a 
space that allows artistic freedom and insists on collective creation in which different 
groups of people come together to exchange and share ideas, skills and knowledge; 
although it must be recognised that the artists of the GroundBreakers ultimately 
select and put the materials together. Importantly, this programme emphasises the 
slow-brewing of ideas and working out through trial and error, illustrating creativity 
as knowledge-building and as a form of improvisation. In this context, making space 
for creativity does not lie in fixed forms or a particular individual, but on cross-
fertilisation between people, place and ideas. This open and creative platform thus 
challenges producing commodities for the art market and expands the possibilities 
of TYA, prompting questions of what it can become.

Caleb Lee

Figure 3. GroundBreakers “testbedding” session
OddSocks by Five Stones Theatre
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Creative Limitation and the Future of the Artground

These innovative ways of working illuminate how The Artground has offered artists 
and children an alternative space to play, create and discover. Commercial forms 
of entertainment might receive more attention because they get bigger budgets or 
greater visibility in the press, but a smaller organisation like The Artground is equally 
an important cultural engine that can develop new forms of theatre and cultivate 
imaginative experiences. This is something ongoing and cannot be measured or 
equated simply in economic terms. 

It would be misleading, however, to imply that The Artground is a solution to all 
the challenges of TYA or a model that is thriving. There are, inevitably, political 
challenges and implications as there are creative opportunities. At the time of 
writing, I was told that the NAC has reduced its funding for The Artground, leading 
the team to rent out the WhiteBox for birthday parties and children’s events on some 
of the weekends as a way to sustain itself. Furthermore, the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic has also placed additional pressures on the centre. This illustrates how The 
Artground operates as part of the wider economy and is vulnerable to variation and 
change. As much as it is a site that can challenge the commodification of creativity, its 
activities are also tied to material, environmental and political conditions. Hawkins, 
who examines creativity at the margins, suggests that it is often the very “edginess” or 
otherness of these spaces to wider narratives of the creative city that constitutes their 
very attraction for the creative sector (Hawkins 2017, 241). Ironically, she states, it is 
also what eventually undermines the same marginality (Hawkins 2017, 242). 

This perspective illustrates The Artground’s precarious situation in which the 
relationship between creativity and its practices is volatile and must be carefully 
negotiated. It must also be recognised that The Artground is a site that was built 
and sought out as a requirement rather than a choice, an essential way to advance 
artistic practices rather than generate profits. These alternative and innovative 
ways of working, if taken for granted, can face the dangers of being subsumed by 
dominant capitalist trends and forces, requiring TYA practitioners to once again 
renegotiate their place and artistic identities. Perhaps, TYA’s ability to genuinely 
reimagine and reinvent itself depends on maintaining an even balance of power 
between capitalism and TYA’s capacity to move, excite and provide an imaginative 
future. Geographer Oli Mould, who offers a radical perspective of creativity in his 
book, Against Creativity, argues: 
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Capitalism’s greatest lie is getting us to believe that the 
ground that it seeks to stabilise and profit from is barren and 
devoid of life.... Don’t believe this lie. Believe that creativity is 
about searching for, giving space to, and trying to realise the 
impossible. (Mould 2018, 202) 

This hopeful view revitalises the fact that The Artground still plays an important role 
in sending a message to the state, industry, and general public that arts for children 
and young people hold a valuable cultural position in society. In an environment 
dominated by global capitalism, it can offer an equitable space to develop artists 
who understand that the future of TYA and the arts for children is dependent on 
their social role as art/ theatre-makers. This space that brings together a range of 
people, knowledge, ideas and practices is a catalyst for igniting new ways of working, 
and can continue to provide an alternative and valuable ground for TYA. Above all, 
decentralising creative activities from the urban centre has enabled children living in 
the neighbourhood direct and equal access to the arts, and, in doing so, has enlivened 
the local community. It is by rethinking and redrawing the boundaries of creativity 
that has the potential to move the sector forward.

Caleb Lee
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Introduction

Health professionals around the world have been under tremendous pressure during 
the COVID-19 pandemic. In the UK, an already overstretched National Health 
Service (NHS) has been tested as never before. Existing problems, such as bed 
shortages, understaffing, staff illness and longer waiting times for patient treatment, 
have been exacerbated to the point of crisis. Nursing staff have struggled to cope with 
this added pressure, suffering from burnout and exhaustion. Alongside these issues, 
there is the ongoing problem of poor communication. For example, in 2016-17 the 
Belfast-based Patient Client Council identified “poor communication” as the largest 
source of complaints; incidents of complaints in relation to communication rose by 
10% over the following year, 2018-2019 (PCC 2019). 

Changes in working practice due to COVID-19, including longer working hours 
and a higher incidence of trauma, have led to increasing levels of stress. This has 
affected the resilience of health professionals and their capacity for person-centred 
care. The large number of stressors in the working environment can make effective 
communication more difficult, not only between health professionals and patients, 
but also within staff teams. 

In the meantime, despite a campaign encouraging the public to “clap our heroes in 
the NHS” every Thursday during the first lockdown, the UK government announced 
a decision to continue the pay freeze that has kept nurses’ salaries static since 2017 
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(Royal College of Nursing (RCN) 2020, online). This decision has made nurses’ lives 
even more precarious than they were before the pandemic, putting more pressure on 
nurses’ capacity for person-centred practice and resilience.

One new company, Health Action Training (HAT), helps nurses and other health 
professionals to find sustainable ways to support patients, family members and each 
other, and renew their passion for the profession and confidence in themselves as 
nurses. HAT combines the ethos of inclusive, student-led, experiential and dialogical 
pedagogy typical of applied drama with techniques drawn from professional actor 
training to improve health professionals’ understanding of and capacity for person-
centred practice. HAT not only promotes a pragmatic approach to person-centred 
communication, but also helps learners to develop skills in advocacy, self-care and 
creating support networks. 

This chapter will explore the impact of the  recently completed HAT course, a 35-
hour course for nurses working in telephone triage (or “tele-triage”), sponsored 
by the Public Health Agency (PHA) in Northern Ireland. The primary focus is to 
evaluate the outcomes of the course and how it supported the nurses’ capacity for 
person-centred practice, wellbeing and resilience, including the potential for Post-
Traumatic Growth.

Resilience and Nursing
 
The contemporary concept of resilience has grown out of “positive psychology”, 
which not only looks at the negative impact of stress, but also potential positive 
outcomes from stressful experiences. According to Hunter and Warren, “resilience is 
the ability of an individual to respond positively and consistently to adversity, using 
effective coping strategies” (2013, 7). When a person has resilience, they can return 
to their normal baseline functioning after stressful events: “The ability to transform 
disaster into growth experience and move forward defines the concept of resilience” 
(Polk 1997, 8).

To develop resilience, one must encounter risk factors or negative experiences in 
order to build confidence, autonomy and adaptability. However, some challenges can 
seem insurmountable and outside of the power of an individual to control. Austerity 
policies and their effects on public services can be one such challenge; increased 
pressure due to staff shortages, overwork, insufficient support from colleagues, and 
insufficient emotional preparation for the job, can all have a negative impact on the 
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resilience of nurses (Çam & Büyükbayram 2017, 119). 

Certain “protective factors” “seem to protect individuals from becoming overwhelmed 
by stress” (McAllister et al 2019, 1). “Internal protective factors” refer to personal 
qualities, such as self-appreciation, positive and realistic thinking, and a capacity 
to express one’s perspective and manage one’s emotions (Çam & Büyükbayram 
2017, 118). Protective “external factors” include opportunities for supportive social 
communication and establishing intimate relationships with colleagues (Çam 
& Büyükbayram 2017, 119). Furthermore, Brennan identifies the crucial role of 
management and team leaders in improving the wellbeing and resilience of their 
staff (2017,  45). 

Potential for Post-Traumatic Growth

The concept of Post-Traumatic Growth (PTG) has also emerged from the field of 
positive psychology, defined as a positive transformation which “occurs as a result 
of the struggle with traumatic or highly challenging life circumstances” (Tedeschi 
et al 2018, p. 3).  Tedeschi and McNally devised a framework in which participants 
can understand their trauma response as a precursor for growth, through learning 
techniques to regulate their emotions, engage in safe self-disclosure to create a 
trauma narrative, and develop life principles that are robust to challenges (2011, 22).

Successful interventions to support such growth focus on the cognitive, behavioural 
and emotional levels and are characterised by three positive domains (Tedeschi et al 
2018, p. 6). Firstly “relationships are enhanced in some way,” whereby people derive 
value, compassion and support from networks of peers, friends and family. Secondly, 
“people change their views of themselves,” whereby people increase their resilience 
through accepting their vulnerabilities and improving their self-esteem, confidence 
and openness to new experiences. Thirdly “people describe changes to their life 
philosophy” (Joseph et al 2012, 316) through interventions that renew their sense of 
purpose and core values. 

Burnout and Exhaustion: an Impending Crisis?

On the other hand, an excess of stress and a lack of support in a professional 
environment can lead to burnout. Burnout is defined as a “psychological syndrome 
involving emotional exhaustion, depersonalization and feeling of reduced personal 
accomplishment” (Chen et al 2020, p. 104). Burnout leads to loss of motivation, a 
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depletion of personal resources and a loss of commitment to one’s role (Tedeschi 
et al 2018, 189). Within the nursing sector, there are signs of an impending crisis 
in relation to burnout. Even prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, a study in the UK 
reported that up to 50.5% of nurses were feeling emotionally exhausted; up to 32% 
experienced depersonalization in the workplace and up to 29.9% experienced 
personal low accomplishment at work (Kinman et al 2020). 

The effects of burnout on the resilience and retention of staff could be significantly 
detrimental to the health service. The RCN reported, in a study of 42,000 of its 
members across the UK, that over 36% of nurses were considering leaving the 
profession; 42% cited low staffing levels and another 42% cited a lack of management 
support as key reasons for leaving (2020). 

Çam and Büyükbayram (2017, 124) call on health organisations to provide 
programmes for nurses to improve resilience, particularly through the creative arts. 
In particular, applied drama (discussed below) can make a significant difference 
to health professionals, as participants can shape and embody their own narrative, 
create active “coping strategies” and develop new perspectives that help them to 
withstand future challenges.

Person-Centred Practice and “Sympathetic Presence”

Person-centred practice is an approach to care that hinges on “the formation of 
therapeutic relationships between professionals, patients and their significant 
others…built on mutual trust, understanding and sharing collective knowledge” 
(McCance & McCormack 2006,  473). Person-centered practice includes recognition 
of the “personhood” of the practitioner, as well as the patient. The Person-Centred 
Practice Framework (PCPF) is an approach “that has an explicit focus on humanising 
health services and ensuring the patient/client is at the centre of care delivery” 
(McCormack et al 2015, 2). The framework addresses “macro” elements of the health 
sector, such as “the care environment” and “policy,” as well as “micro” processes, such 
as “providing holistic care” and “shared decision-making” (McCormack & McCance 
2016; Jennings et al 2020). Though the PCPF is relevant on many levels, here we will 
focus on the “micro-process” of sympathetic presence. 

Sympathetic presence is the “fabric that weaves together other person-centred 
processes” (McCormack & McCance 2010, p. 103) and focuses on the relational 
moment between the patient and the health professional. Sympathetic presence 
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describes “an engagement that recognises the uniqueness and value of the individual 
by appropriately responding to cues.” (McCormack & McCance 2016, 102). 
Sympathetic presence relates to “the art of ‘being’ with the person without the need 
to be ‘doing to’ the person” (McCormack & McCance 2016, 59). In other words, 
the nurse is “present” with the patient, actively listening and attending to how they 
feel, rather than trying to assume an empathic understanding of their physical or 
emotional state (Jennings et al 2020). This emphasis on “sympathetic presence,” 
as against generalized empathy, is a core principle of both the PCPF and the HAT 
approach. 

Applied Drama

According to Helen Nicholson, the term “applied drama” describes “forms of dramatic 
activity that primarily exist outside conventional mainstream theatre institutions, and 
which are specifically intended to benefit individuals, communities and societies” 
(2005, 3). It is an umbrella term for a range of practices (including educational drama, 
community-based theatre, performance and conflict transformation, performance 
and health and so on) which “engage participants cognitively and emotionally” to 
develop networks and strategies for supporting social change and addressing shared 
problems (Baxter & Low 2017, 47). “The participants…are generally not skilled as 
actors, or any kind of theatre artists, but are brought together by a common concern” 
(Saxton & Prendergast 2013, 2), where the value lies in what the work does for the 
participants and their wider community.

Applied drama has proven effective as a tool to address people’s personal and social 
circumstances, to advocate for social change and to improve wellbeing. Saxton 
and Prendergast describe how applied drama practice can improve teamwork, 
communication, concentration and commitment (2013, 3). A plethora of other 
research has indicated improvements in self-esteem, confidence, advocacy, self-care 
and wellbeing through participation in applied drama (including Stuart-Fisher & 
Thompson 2020; Fancourt 2017; Baxter & Low 2017). Therefore, applied drama 
could have an impact on the resilience of nurses and other professionals, as it helps 
to improve both the internal qualities (self-esteem, confidence and coping skills) and 
external factors (peer support and improved relationships) that support resilience.

Applied drama practice has been heavily influenced by the “dialogical pedagogy,” 
or Pedagogy of the Oppressed, developed by Paolo Freire (2000), whereby “learners 
teach and the teachers learn” from each other, while examining the social and 
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political forces that shape their lives. Participants in applied drama are “experts in 
their own experience,” who are encouraged to build on their existing knowledge 
through sharing and exploring the circumstances of their everyday lives. The most 
direct influence of Freire on applied drama practice has been through the work of 
fellow Brazilian, Augusto Boal, who titled his groundbreaking book Theatre of the 
Oppressed in tribute to Freire (1979). 

One of Boal’s techniques for turning dialogical pedagogy into activist performance 
is Forum Theatre, whereby audience members with personal experience of the issues 
presented in a play are encouraged to stop the action and join the performance, 
becoming “spect-actors” who can intervene and improvise alternative strategies 
for dealing with challenges. Although HAT does not currently present public 
performances, it uses Forum Theatre as a workshop technique for health professionals 
to support each other’s learning, in a process of “rehearsal for reality” (Boal 1979).

Applied drama has long been characterized by its commitment to access and inclusion 
for marginalized groups. Over the last few years, the “aesthetics of care” has emerged 
as a key discourse in applied drama. Initially suggested by James Thompson, the 
aesthetics of care describe arts practices that promote and apply an “ethics of care’’ 
(Stuart-Fisher & Thompson, 2020). As we shall discuss further below, HAT explores 
the ethics and aesthetics of care through applied drama approaches, in combination 
with techniques drawn from professional actor training, to improve person-centred 
practice and resilience among health professionals. 

Actor Training 

Health Action Training supplements the games and improvisations of applied drama 
with actor training techniques, to enhance the educational value of role play for 
training and assessment. In this context, “actor training” refers to techniques that 
actors and directors encounter as part of vocational training for professional theatre 
and screen performance. The main approaches to actor training explored in HAT are 
derived from the work of Michael Chekhov and Constantin Stanislavski. Stanislavski 
encouraged actors to understand what a character wants and feels at any given 
moment, to listen actively to themselves and others: “you have to listen to yourself in 
terms of your own inner activity (‘What’s this sensation I am experiencing?’) and at 
the same time you have to listen to your performance partners (‘What’s she saying? 
What’s he doing? And how do their words and deeds affect me?’)” (Merlin 2014, 36).
The concepts of “Actions” and “Objectives”, developed by both Chekhov and 
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Stanislavski, can work as effective tools for clear communication. In acting and 
directing, “objectives are wants…an objective is what a character wants and is trying 
to obtain from the other characters” (Alfreds 2007, 70-71). In Stanislavski’s Method 
of Physical Action, actions are not simple activities, but transitive verbs intended to 
affect other people: “Actions are what characters do to try to achieve their objectives” 
(Alfreds 2007, 90). In HAT, instead of playing fictional characters, health workers 
learn to play actions and objectives so that they become more skilled, focused and 
comfortable in playing their own professional roles (Jennings et al 2020).

A focus on clear objectives (“What do I want to happen?”) and actions (“What am I 
going to do to make that happen?”) gives health professionals a clear pathway when 
dealing with patients or colleagues. We begin by identifying what we need or want 
from a situation, such as persuading a reluctant patient to attend hospital or take 
their medication. Then we ask ourselves: “What does the other person want that 
makes them resist our objective?”

Once an actor or professional person establishes clear objectives, they can then 
identify and rehearse, through improvisation, appropriate and effective actions to 
achieve their objectives. Actions (always transitive verbs) appropriate to professional 
healthcare communication may include: “to observe, to listen, to encourage, to 
advise, to support and to care”. We also need to consider that action causes reaction, 
so our actions must adapt and change in response to the reactions of others. 

The HAT Approach

HAT uses “techniques drawn from actor training and applied drama to teach improved 
person-centred communication for health professionals” (Health Action Training 
2021). Their practical philosophy is influenced by the “ethics of care” (Gilligan 1990; 
Held 2006; Tronto 2013; Noddings 2013), examining care relationships as a basis for 
a broader ethical approach to society, politics, and life. As James Thompson states, “a 
focus on care reveals a normative plea for a better and more caring world” (2020, 3). 

HAT training also involves breathing techniques derived from yoga and martial arts, 
a common practice in actor training. Some of these breathing exercises are described 
in James Nestor’s book, Breath: the New Science of a Lost Art (2020). In HAT, 
breathing exercises are supplemented by voice training techniques for actors, such as 
those developed by Patsy Rodenburg (1991) and Kristin Linklater (1976). Improving 
and paying attention to breath can also make for better communication; a great deal 
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of non-verbal communication can be perceived from breath. “The breath does not 
lie”; it always already expresses our emotional and physical state, and sometimes 
our intentions. The breath is a visceral level of sub-text, communicating unspoken 
information about how we are feeling and what we want. 

“Positive regard” is also a key aspect of HAT’s process, as participants share examples 
of successful communication in their own professional experience. These are then 
explored through a Forum Theatre approach, as participants are encouraged to 
play different roles within the scenario, not just their own - multiple participants 
can intervene and interact to change the outcome of the scenario (Boal 2008, 23). 
Participants identify, rehearse and reflect on occasions when they have been able to 
overcome significant professional challenges, taking pride in their accomplishments 
and learning to transfer successful strategies to other situations.

Graduate certificate in Health Action Training (HAT for Telephone Triage) 

HAT offers a range of short and long training courses, such as Mental Health OSCE 
Prep, Coping with Covid: Resilience and Growth, and Introduction to the NHS for 
internationally recruited staff. The company also gives participants the opportunity 
to become HAT trainers themselves, through completion of two advanced courses 
(Issues in Health Communication and Teaching and Assessing for HAT). On successful 
completion, Health Action Trainers receive an Advanced Diploma in Facilitation for 
HAT and are qualified to deliver the introductory 35-hour course for the Graduate 
Certificate in HAT, as well as some of the shorter courses. The Graduate Certificate is 
accredited by the RCN and the CPD Standards Office (UK).

This chapter will focus on the outcomes of a Graduate Certificate in Health Action 
Training course, provided by the PHA in Northern Ireland, for nurses working in 
telephone triage (or tele-triage). The tele-triage course involved six weekly sessions 
of five or six hours each, within a programme of 36 hours’ contact time, in early 2021.

Tele-triage is “a process where calls from people with a healthcare problem are received, 
assessed and managed by giving advice or referring them to a more appropriate service” 
(Bunn et al 2005, p. 956).  Tele-triage involves advanced skills in “[p]rioritising client’s 
health problems according to their urgency, educating and advising clients and making 
safe, effective and appropriate decisions” (Pygall 2017, 2). 

There are many advantages to this service, as it saves costs, can be more convenient 
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and accessible, even providing opportunities for patient empowerment (Pygall 2017). 
However, nurses can struggle with telephone triage, as they have no opportunity to 
assess their patient visually. According to Pygall, 55% of face-to-face communication 
depends on body language and non-verbal communication (2017, 28). 

However, there are some disadvantages, such as “third party” calls, which can be 
risky and difficult, involving multiple individuals and often family members. Nurses 
might have to rely on family members for an accurate history, while the lack of visual 
cues can also lead to misdiagnosis. Also, there are significant time constraints placed 
on tele triage nurses which can often lead to further stress. 

As Pygall points out “we need mandatory formal training in dealing with patients 
over the phone. It’s one of the riskiest areas in which we can work and yet most 
practitioners haven’t had any training” (2017, ix). Since the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic, tele-triage has played an increasingly significant role in health practice, 
as it can minimize the close contact aspect of triage. However, the challenges of tele-
triage can contribute to the stress experienced by nurses. Therefore, the need for 
effective tele-triage training has become even more urgent. 

Modes of Assessment

The course recruited seven nurses, working alongside the five drama students and 
three established applied drama practitioners (including a teacher of secondary 
school English and drama and a Senior Lecturer in Applied Theatre from a UK 
university). Participants on the HAT graduate certificate course were assessed 
through performance of a role play scenario, based on actual clinical incidents of 
challenging tele-triage communication, followed by a viva voce oral assessment. In 
the role play scenario assessment, the candidates devised and performed scenarios 
that realistically depicted difficult encounters in the workplace, drawing on their 
own experiences. This assessment required candidates to demonstrate “sympathetic 
presence” and other communication skills (such as their ability to identify audible 
cues and symptoms in the way a caller speaks or breathes) to assist “patients” and 
family members to agree the best course of action to address their problem.

The second part of the assessment (the viva voce) was a reflective discussion on the 
value and significance of the practices encountered in the course, with reference to 
relevant reading and research. The viva voce is part of the reflective praxis of the 
course, offering candidates the opportunity to reflect on the relevance of the drama 
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techniques to their learning and professional practice.

Evaluating the Impact 

HAT is dedicated to rigorous evaluation of their courses, assessing the short, 
medium and long-term impact on participants’ communication skills and resilience. 
Five students of the BA Honours (Drama) programme at Ulster University (Coffey, 
Connolly, Hughes, Murphy and Taylor) conducted ethnographic research on the 
project for their final year dissertations and supported HAT staff (Deeny, Jennings 
and Tizzard-Kleister) in the collection and analysis of various forms of data for 
evaluation. These included: ethnographic participant observation; one-on-one 
interviews; a focus group interview conducted six weeks after the completion of the 
course; and pre- and post-test quantitative surveys with validated questionnaires. 

The questionnaire-based instruments used were the Connor-Davidson Resilience 
Scale (CD-RISC, Connor & Davidson 2003) and the Person-Centred Practice 
Inventory-Staff (PCPI-S, Slater et al 2014). The qualitative evaluation methods were 
derived from the field of “non-applied ethnography,” an appropriate approach to 
research in the field of performing arts practice (Kruger 2008, 58). 

Ethnography lends itself to the study of beliefs, social interactions and behaviours 
in small groups and societies (Naidoo 2012, 1). It is also an apt method for research 
in health care as it has the “potential to explore complex issues such as shaping the 
context of care and the nature of care provided” (Savage 2006, 31). Due to the wide 
variety of findings, there is not enough space in this context to discuss these findings 
in depth. Rather, this chapter will attempt to summarise some of the key findings, 
indicating the potential impact of further research and practice.

Findings and Discussion

First Impressions: Quotes from Course Evaluation (Deeny, 2020)

On 26 March 2021, all of the participants in the course filled out a standardized 
course evaluation, an anonymous questionnaire to assess their level of satisfaction 
with the delivery and impact of the course. The feedback from this evaluation was 
highly positive. One nurse found the course to be unique in her experience, as a 
form of communication training that was practical, collaborative and inspiring: “A 
completely different way of looking at things that I never would have been taught 
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before…The drama work gave me confidence.” The training was described as 
improving competence, as well as confidence: “I was able to focus better...Because I 
was more focused, I felt more competent.” Such comments, as well as verbal feedback 
during taught sessions, indicated that participants valued the knowledge sharing and 
professional validation associated with “dialogical pedagogy” (Freire 2000), whereby 
each learner was respected as an expert in their own experience, of equal status with 
peers and trainers.

Another nurse found the training approach to be more “humane” than any previously 
encountered: “HAT inspired me for the future of nurse training. More hands-on 
humane training.” Describing the training as “hands on” acknowledges the practical 
value of experiential learning. The use of terms like “humane” reflects the safe and 
supportive learning environment, in line with an “aesthetic of care.”

The course included nurses with a wide range of levels of experience, from 
practitioners with decades of professional work and training, to early career nurses 
who had only recently registered. While the comments above came from more 
experienced nurses, one younger participant felt that this training was particularly 
helpful for early career nurses: “As a newly qualified nurse I found this approach to 
communication training invaluable.” Again, this reflected the value of a peer-to-peer, 
dialogical learning process.

Person-centred Practice Index (PCPI) results 

As we can see from the table breaking down the results of the PCPI survey, the biggest 
changes were in the categories of power sharing (20%), improved interpersonal skills 
(17.25%) and shared decision making (16%). The areas of least change were being 
committed to the job (5%), and working with patient’s beliefs and values (2.5%). That 
is most likely due to the scores being so high in test 1 (known as the “high ceiling 
effect,” where there are a large proportion of responses at the highest end of the 
scale). Though this data is not statistically significant as sample sizes are low (n=5), 
and the scores are self-reported, these results are highly encouraging and indicate the 
potential of HAT to enhance person-centredness. 
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In the midst of these percentage increases, there are some informative changes in 
response to specific individual questions. Before the course, only one participant 
answered “strongly agree” to any of these statements: “I pay attention to how my  
non-verbal cues impact on my engagement with others”; “I have the necessary 
skills to negotiate care options”; and “I use different communication techniques to  
find mutually agreed solutions.” After the course, 80-100% of nursing participants 
“strongly agreed” with these statements. This highlights how candidates had become 
more confident in and reflective on their communication skills after taking the 
course.

Communication skills and resilience in nursing

Table 1
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Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) and potential PTG

The results from the Connor-Davidson Resilience Scale (CD-RISC) suggests 
an overall rise of 15.4% in the resilience scores of the health professionals after 
completion of the course. If we look at these results in more detail, there are specific 
rises in the areas associated with PTG and resilience, such as job accomplishment 
and job purpose. The mean scores rose from 3% to 5% when participants were asked 
about “taking pride in their professional achievements.” The mean also rose from 
3.8% to 4.8% when the participants were asked if they had a “strong purpose in life.” 

This statistical information becomes humanised when examined alongside richer 
descriptions of the experience of participation. The next section of the chapter 
quotes from the ethnographic research of one of the drama students, Darcy Taylor:

Research Presentation on HAT, Resilience and PTG for Nurses 
(Taylor, 2020)

I played a patient who had mental health issues and wanted 
to leave the hospital. A nurse within the group played a nurse 
trying to keep me in the hospital…

It became very intense and made the group realise that, when 
dealing with such difficult issues, a practitioner has to be aware 
of their own wellbeing and mental state to successfully stay calm 
and resilient to practice centred person care… 

One of the things that we regularly discussed, and all touched 
upon in our viva, was the team support that we felt and 
exhibited towards one another. We felt confident that we were 
going to support one another and therefore we were able to 
allow ourselves freedom to play in our rehearsals and in our 
performance.

One of the nurses commented, in an interview, that taking part 
in the course had taught her how to move away from a task-
based, mechanistic approach. Sometimes she had noticed herself 
performing clinical tasks on ‘auto-pilot’, whereby ‘you forget 
about yourself. You just go and do the job. Sometimes, you’re not 
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even thinking about your own mental wellbeing’ (Participant C 
Interview, 29th March 2021). This had changed to an approach 
where she was more attentive and sympathetically present, to 
both patients and peers, with a concomitant improvement in her 
own wellbeing and resilience. 

The ability to reflect on our actions, and our cognitive and 
emotional responses to challenging situations, can be a 
positive tool in building resilience and the potential to develop 
PTG…one of the key factors in both resilience and PTG is the 
acquisition v of new knowledge and changing perspectives. 
In this case, I would argue that the viva voce at the end of the 
course is a very effective method, as participants reflect on the 
readings and materials provided, the exercises used throughout 
the course and finally their own performance. A key element 
of resilience is the ability to understand these abstract concepts 
and implement them in everyday life. The mixed pedagogical 
approach that HAT utilises can provide a framework for this.

Focus group interview

The Drama students, with the support of Tizzard-Kleister and Deeny, conducted a 
focus group on Thursday 6 May 2021, 6 weeks after the course had finished. One nurse 
passionately expressed the view that the course had “renewed her sense of purpose 
and reminded her why she wanted to be a nurse” (Participant C). Several participants 
stated that they had found the acting techniques (such as actions and objectives) to 
be particularly useful in professional practice. Three participants commented that, 
since completing the training, they had consciously identified clear and appropriate 
actions and objectives in work-based communication, both with patients and other 
members of staff, which had improved their communication skills and confidence: 
“Actions and objectives are helpful outside of tele-triage, even communicating with 
other nurses” (Participant C). Another participant found themselves “consciously 
doing actions and objectives” in their personal life (Participant B).

One nurse discussed how these skills could be applied when communicating 
with their peers: “[When] communicating with other nurses, perhaps about their 
frustrations…you have to take a step back and think where is this going? How can 
I manage this situation without becoming frustrated myself? I found actions and 
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objectives helped you work with your team and your work mates, just as much 
as patients” (Participant A). Another participant highlighted a renewed sense 
of accountability in communicating with patients: “HAT has taught me, from 
a communication POV, how to gain accountability back on myself in a health 
setting…really thinking and really listening to the patient” (Participant C). This 
same participant explained that actions and objectives had become essential to their 
approach to communication; when they did not set an objective, they found that 
their communication was less effective: “I think it’s a more mature way to approach 
a conversation” (Participant C). Another participant stated “Before this course, I 
would have kind of followed a script [during telephone triage]. And that’s not the 
way you should communicate with people. There are other factors you have to bring 
in to it” (Participant B). Another nurse said that they found HAT exercises exploring 
the embodiment of emotions helpful, because it helped them to understand how 
other people are feeling and to practise “sympathetic presence” (Participant A).
 
All of the participants agreed that they valued the experiential and dialogical approach 
to learning, through techniques such as Forum Theatre. Drama participation helped 
with personal confidence: “Before I would have been very nervous making phone 
calls not knowing what to expect, but with this you can just take the time…The 
drama work gave me confidence” (Participant B). All participants agreed that the 
course helped them to develop skills in active listening: “You get told about the 
importance of listening but not how to listen…The training has opened my eyes and 
communication has improved” (Participant B)

Breath exercises and voice training

Relaxation, mindfulness and breathing techniques received some of the most positive 
feedback from the participant nurses. Every session started with breathing exercises, 
such as “coherent breathing” and “alternate nostril breathing” (Nestor 2020). As 
Brennan comments, engaging in these practices has been “associated with decreased 
levels of stress among health workers” (2017 45). In a state of relaxed presence, an 
individual is far better equipped to care for others, “being in the present, as accepting 
or observing” in a calm manner, and this can allow an experience to become less 
overwhelming (Childs 2007, 367).

In the focus group, one participant acknowledged that the breathing and yoga 
elements of the course helped to keep them grounded, stressing the importance of 
taking a step back to breathe: “ if you are calm and collected, you can focus on the 
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patient at hand.” (Participant B). Another nurse had found a wider array of situations 
in which to apply the breathing exercises: “I went for an interview and I was waiting 
outside the room. So just as I sat, I was doing my breathing exercises to slow my heart 
rate down” (Participant A).

Some of the nurses identified that the breathing and voice exercises also gave them 
increased confidence to advocate for their interests and those of their patients 
and colleagues: “You started to understand how powerful your voice can be” 
(Participant C). One nurse found different voice techniques helpful when dealing 
with controversial conversations, sometimes increasing the “power dynamics” in 
their voices when they wanted to get their point across, at other times noticing when 
it was more effective to maintain a lower vocal “power dynamic.”

Conclusion - HAT Helping to Address the Crisis in Communication and Resilience

Data from the 2018 NHS Staff Survey showed that 43.5% out of 127,564 registered 
nurses and midwives in England reported feeling unwell due to work-related 
stress (Kinman et al 2020, 12) Over 36% of surveyed nurses were considering 
leaving the profession. Recent findings show that while 74% of respondents have 
felt more valued by the general public during the early stages of the pandemic, just 
18% said they felt more valued by the government (RCN 2020b). Meanwhile, poor 
communication continues to be the most significant basis of patient complaints 
internationally: communication (53 percent); long wait times (35 percent); practice 
staff (12 percent); and billing (2 percent) (Advisory Board, 2016).

This research suggests that HAT can support resilience and person-centred practice 
of health care workers, by improving their communication skills, providing them 
with a support network and increasing their confidence in their professional 
practice. Participants reinforce their sense of agency and accomplishment as they 
work through scenarios drawn from professional experience. They also explore 
risk and vulnerability in a supportive group of peers, discussing their thoughts and 
feelings around difficult issues. HAT courses are spaces in which an aesthetic of care 
is practiced and enhanced through dialogical pedagogy, and vice versa, creating a 
virtuous cycle of caring and learning.

Some of the course participants had experienced burnout themselves, and had left 
or were planning to leave the profession. They have since stated publicly that they 
were inspired to return to nursing after participating in HAT (Nursing Now Webinar 
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2021,). They also said that they had developed the confidence and advocacy skills 
to stand up for themselves and colleagues when being mistreated by management.

It is clear from the small samples of data provided that HAT successfully improved the 
interpersonal skills of the nurses who participated in the tele-triage course. HAT can 
provide the skills required to deal with patients and colleagues effectively, through 
an understanding of breath, voice, presence, attention, subtext and conscious action. 
The establishment of a creative space of mutual trust and positive regard facilitates, 
and is facilitated by, relational processes of dialogical pedagogy and care aesthetics 
in both applied drama and health practice. This methodology can improve person-
centred communication and resilience for health workers, while encouraging post-
traumatic growth by fostering supportive relationships, improving self-esteem and 
renewing participants’ sense of purpose.

On the other hand, McCormack and McCance (2016) emphasise the importance of 
the macro-systemic level of care, including state policy, organisational culture, trusts, 
hospitals and educational institutions. The challenges that the health sector faces 
cannot be addressed by individual nurses alone, even within supportive networks. 
The work of HAT has achieved great success so far, but only so much can be done 
at the level of interpersonal communication and self-care. The next step must be to 
bring about systemic, person-centred change within the sector as a whole.
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Introduction

Nutrition labelling had gone through long historical development. Labelling 
regulations began in ancient times where the objective served the simple purpose 
that is to help food producers to differentiate themselves from others (Hutt 1984). 
The practice of labelling, marking and coding existed to ensure an acceptable level 
of food quality and safety for the consumers. When the industrialization of food 
production in the nineteenth century made consumers more reliant on food labels, 
the role and function of labels were further considered as a key source of information 
when making purchases (Hayes 1957). With advances in nutrition science and 
realization of the connection between food consumption and health concerns, the 
function of nutritional labels was reaffirmed, and detailed nutrition information 
became apparent in the modern era (Wood 1986).

Today, as the rapid food production continues to play an increasing role in health 
concerns, the Expert Committees make nutrition labels become so specific that they 
are seen as means to educate the public about their use and their impact to one’s 
health. Yet, nutritional label design varies widely, and is often questioned whether 
it is really designed to communicate or it is simply made to confuse consumers 
due to its complexity. The purpose of this study aims to review various designs 
and applications of nutritional labels on pre-packaged food products collected in 
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Malaysian retail market. The plausible design and application to potentially help to 
better communicate with the public are discussed in this paper.

Nutritional Labels and Its Use Nutritional

Nutritional labels are  not a 21st-century invention. As the rapid food production 
continues to play an increasing role relating to health concern, nutritional labels are 
regarded as the key platform to help convey nutrition information whilst assisting to 
help healthy dietary choice (Wartella et al 2011). It is an easy tool for consumers to 
make quick, informed food choices, hence it is believed that better diet and healthier 
life can be performed if consumers are guided appropriately by the nutritional 
labels (Food and Drug Administration 1998). Empirical studies also concluded that 
provision and use of nutritional labels can significantly change dietary patterns; 
consumers who used nutrition labels reported lower values for intake of total energy, 
total fat, saturated fat and sugars than those who did not (Ollberding et al 2010). 
That said, individuals who utilised nutritional labels more often are able to avoid 
“unhealthy” intake (De Magistrisi et al 2010).

While the nutritional label continues to be recognised as an important vehicle to 
inform dietary choices and patterns (Anderson and Zarkin 1992), the National 
Health and Morbidity Survey (NHMS III) report pointed out that only a very small 
proportion of the consumers read nutritional label although a fairly high percentage 
(60%) always understood the information on the label (NSM 2013). In Malaysia, 
the mainstream newspaper (The Star 2019) reported that only 36% of Malaysian 
consumers look for, read and understood nutrition information on nutrition label 
in the buying process; in contrast there are 19.3% of consumers who do not read 
nutrition labels as they were not aware that it appeared at the back or side of the food 
packaging.

Despite the joint effort by local Government bodies and health advocates in 
Malaysia who frequently urged and encouraged the consumers to read and learn 
how to appropriately use the nutritional labels, the statistics of using and reading 
nutrition labels does not seem to rise distinctly. More recent reports (The Star 2014) 
ranked Malaysia the heaviest nation among all Asian countries with almost half of 
Malaysian adults being overweight or obese. That said, government bodies, health 
advocates and health experts tend to believe that making healthful choices through 
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the appropriate use of nutritional labels should be the consumers’ responsibility 
(Ministry of Health 2010), especially when nutritional labels are already provided on 
almost all food products sold in the retail outlets in Malaysia.

The Design of Nutritional Labels

While it is possible that consumers may be responsible to play an active role to use 
nutritional labels for better dietary choice, it is equally plausible to question if the 
various design formats of nutritional labels are really assisting consumers effectively, 
especially they are designed by groups of Expert Committees such as nutritionists, 
dieticians, medical doctors and food scientists based on scientific findings (Ministry 
of Health 2010). With such practice, the existing nutritional labels seem to fit more 
to how the health and nutrition experts would use them, rather than for the public to 
understand and use them, let alone to base their healthful dietary choices on them.

Empirical evidence indicated that end users’ opinion on the design and application 
of nutrition labels are essential to be sorted in order to account for the end users’ 
needs (Graham et. al. 2012). Leborg (2006) suggests that nutritional labels are where 
people experience design, therefore, the consideration of designs and application of 
nutritional labels will eventually lead to different decision-making. For example, the 
three main design and application arrays of nutritional labels including the use of 
appropriate typography, colour and contrast as well as presentation of information 
will encourage consumers to remain active at time of choosing and buying (Bettman 
1979; Payne 1976; Winett and Kagel 1984).

Typography

Typography is what communication looks like. It is the use of type to advocate, 
communicate, celebrate, educate, elaborate, illuminate and disseminate (James 2012). 
Typography has the ability to add significant appeal to texts and draw one’s attention 
to whether or not the information is looked at and read. Its impact is often related 
to the choice of typography (Re and Watzman 2008), which will help consumers to 
digest and appreciate informational content the way it is presented.

Colors and Contrasts

According to the National Bureau of Standards, the human eyes see color before 
the brain recognizes imagery in the form of shapes, symbols, words or other visual 
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elements (Klimchuk and Krasovec 105). Color is known as a powerful tool to evoke 
emotions, draw attention and helps reinforcing the hierarchy of informational 
design, while contrast enables the change in the appearance of colour tones between 
darkest and the lightest range. Contrast is often a critical element to assist the use of 
color with the result to make one absorb large amounts of information easily and to 
differentiate information types and hierarchies (Re and Watzman 2008).

Presentation of Information

Like page design, the presentation of information on a small print such as nutritional 
labels should be easy to read and comprehensive, while providing the consumers 
with ways to quickly grasp the information hierarchy. Re and Watzman stress that 
the sense of direction and hierarchy would allow the labels to be read more easily 
and quickly. Hence, layout and hierarchy on small print is as important as the entire 
label design because it contains crucial information to inform the consumers about.

Current Nutritional Labels Design Format in Malaysia

In Malaysia, nutrition labelling regulations were first introduced in 1985 through 
the Food Regulations. The main objective of the regulation was to protect the public 
against health hazards in food and fraud in preparation, sale and use of food. As 
the years passed, the Ministry of Health recognized several weaknesses for the 
nutrition labelling regulation set such as inconsistency of nutritional label format; 
limited list of nutrients on labels; and labels with excessive unnecessary information. 
Consequently, numerous amendments were made, and the nutrition labelling 
regulation was updated again in 2007 (Ministry of Health 2010). 

The current nutrition labelling requirements gleaned from Ministry of Health 
(MOH) Malaysia is put forward only to emphasize on:

. Only non-serif (san serif) typefaces are allowed.

. All particulars appearing on the label shall not be smaller than 
  10pt of type size.
. For small packages, the letter must not be smaller than 2pt of 
  type size.
. Lettering on the nutritional label shall be prominent in height, 
  visual emphasized and positioned to be conspicuous versus  
  other information on the label.
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. All letters should appear in colors that contrast strongly with its 
  background so that
. The nutrition information is clearly legible.

Generally, nutritional labels found in Malaysia consist of 3 different formats. They are 
categorised as Tabular Format, Tabular Format with Colour-Shaded and Guidelines 
of Daily Amount (GDA) System and Hybrid System.

Category 1: Tabular Format

Tabular design is the most common format used in designing nutrition labels in 
Malaysia. As shown in Figure 1, they are mostly presented in monochrome, with 
nutrients listing a varied number (some more, some less), and nutrition information 
are presented in different languages. Its presentation of information is not prescribed, 
which includes the use of columns or tables, or simple thick or thin lines to create an 
imaginative division. The choice of san serif typefaces is varied and both upper and 
lower cases are used to indicate the hierarchy of headlines and contents. The type size 
of typography is also applied differently according to the size of the labels. Nutrient 
values are also expressed quantitatively. 
                      

                            

Category 2: Tabular Format with Colour-Shaded and GDA System

The design format is identical with the Tabular Format, except it comes with the 

Pouline Chai Lin Koh, Sook Khuan Wong

Figure 1. Examples of nutritional labels in Tabular Format 



147

shade of a single colour highlighting the nutrition information (Figure 2). The 
texts are often highlighted in either darker and/ or lighter shades to give a pinch of 
contrast. Such colour application works as dividers in between text to help maintain 
field of vision with little or no eye movement, making the viewing of the labels easier 
(Re and Watzman 2008). The usage of upper and lower cases is similar to the Tabular 
Formats indicating the differences between headlines and contents. However, the use 
of typography style such as bold, italic and regular fonts are more apparent in this 
format. Besides expressing the nutrient values quantitatively, an additional panel is 
provided at the bottom or side of the nutrition facts to indicate the GDA. 
   

Category 3: Hybrid System

Hybrid system generally combines the characteristics of Tabular Format or Tabular 
Format with Colour-Shaded and additional information. The additional information 
may be the information such as a nutrition rating system or symbols that summarise 
the key nutrition aspects and characteristics of the food products which normally 
displayed at the front known as Front-Of-Pack (FOP) (Institute of Medicine 2010). 
Three examples of nutrition labels with Hybrid System were presented in Figure 3. 
Figure 3(a) represents the label of colour-coded GDA with percentage. Figure 3(b) 
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shows the label of colour-coded summary with each intake, and figure 3(c) label with 
a graphic indicator of each nutrient. The Hybrid system allows various ways of the 
labels to inform its nutrition information differently.                                                                                       

            

Figure 3.
Examples of nutritional labels in Hybrid System: (a) colour-coded GDA with percentage,

(b) colour-coded summary of each intake, (c) graphic indicator for each nutrient

Methods

This study collected samples of nutritional labels from retail outlets located in the 
5 main districts of capital in Malaysia including Ampang, Subang Jaya, Cyberjaya, 
Damansara and Cheras (Department of Statistic Malaysia 2021). These districts 
were regarded as highly populated in the Klang Valley, Malaysia. Over a period of 6 
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months, 35 samples were collected at the initial stage. Given that some of the samples 
shared a similar array of design formats, 9 samples were identified and extracted 
for further analysis in this study. In order to align the purpose of this study, the 
selection of samples was made with consideration based on the distinct differences 
in design and application. The 9 samples were then classified into 3 categories similar 
to the general format used in Malaysia, namely Tabular Format; Tabular Format with 
Colour-Shaded and GDA System; and Hybrid System. Each category contained 3 
samples and were presented in Labels A – J (Figure 4 – 12). Given that the purpose of 
this paper is to review design and application, thus, brands and product names were 
intentionally omitted in the samples to avoid disparities. Description of the samples 
selected is presented in Table 1. 

Table 1. Samples selected in this study

Firstly, Typometer (Appendix A) was employed to measure and analyse the visual 
latency of text (Mackey and Metz 2007). The role of such a tool helped to fulfil the 
intention of measuring type size, identifying typeface and style, differentiating letter 
case and weight of lines used in the samples. Secondly, in order to identify the actual 
colour used in the selected samples, the labels were scanned and studied with the use 
of the computerised CMYK colour model in Adobe Illustrator software (Appendix 
B). The CMYK colour model refers to four colours which are cyan, magenta, yellow 
and black, and are used mainly in printing materials (Yamada and Hiroki et al 2011). 
With the function of Eyedropper, it illustrates each colour from the scanned labels 
and identifies its original colour applied. In addition, the basis of colour theory 
was also drawn on to echo the standpoint of colour contrast. Lastly, grid system 
(Appendix C) was employed to understand the overall presentation of information 
such as layout and the application of elements including line as divider or negative 
space (Kargopoulos; Philip and Raftpoulos; Thanos 1998). In order to underpin 
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these basic organisations, the findings were further explained with grid theory.

Findings

This paper examined the design and application of nutritional labels on pre-packaged 
food products collected in Malaysia retail outlets. 9 nutritional label samples were 
identified and underwent further review. Typography, colour and contrast as well as 
the overall presentation of the information were investigated, and the findings were 
asserted in this section as the use of typography, the use of colour and contrast and 
the overall presentation of the information. 

The Use of Typography

It was found in this study that the medium sized labels A and C (figure 4 and 6) 
consisted of type sizes as small as 1pt. Only label B (figure 5) presented the nutrition 
information entirely in upper case. In contrast, only label C (figure 6) applied a set 
of condensed type styles. The nutrient list was also much longer with more than 10 
extra nutrition items given when compared to Label A and B which only had five 
nutrition items listed. Labels D, E and F (figure 7, 8 and 9) applied colours on its 
typography such as white and one other darker colour against the background, in an 
alternate sequence.
 
Although the type size may appear in 2pt, however they are visually smaller when 
compared to the other samples in this study. Dual language (English and Bahasa 
Malaysia) was applied on the nutritional label. Typography style with contrast such 
as light and bold, italic and roman were applied to differentiate both languages. 
On the contrary, Hybrid system labels such as G, H and J (Figures 10, 11 and 12) 
were designed to be purely informative. They consisted of nutrition information 
and a summary of product information with a variety of typography applied. Label 
G carried similarity with D, E and F. Dual language was used; the application of 
typography presented using contrast such as light and bold, italic and roman styles 
were also applied to differentiate both languages.

The Use of Colour and Contrast

With regards to the application of colour and contrast, labels A – C and J (Figures 
4 – 6, 12) were presented with a monochromatic scheme in black and white or also 
known as one single shade against the background. Label D and E (Figures 7 and 8) 

Pouline Chai Lin Koh, Sook Khuan Wong



151

used different shades of warm colour, and label F (Figure 9) employed cool colour in 
the shades of green. In comparison with the rest of the labels, only G (Figure 10) used 
various colours in one single label such as lighter and darker shades of yellow, and 
five different pastel colour schemes were applied on its GDA system and FOP. Label 
H (Figure 11) on the other hand applied four colours on its FOP while its nutrition 
list was presented in a monochromatic scheme.

The Overall Presentation of the Information

Label A, B, H and J (Figures 4, 5, 11 and 12) presented a clean layout for its nutrition 
list, such as the use of thick and thin lines to divide the nutrition items in three 
columns. On the contrary, label C (Figure 6) projected a more complex and longer 
presentation of nutrient list. With such rich data, only thick and thin horizontal lines 
were utilised to divide the headings, subheadings and nutrient lists. On the opposite, 
label D – G (Figures 7 – 10) showed no application of thick and thin lines to form 
columns, however, all information on the nutrition labels were clearly segregated by 
colours in an alternate sequence. The additional GDA panel was added in Label D 
and E (Figures 7 and 8) but was placed less prominently at the most bottom of the 
nutritional label. 

On the other hand, label G – J (Figures 10 – 12) employed different formats of FOP to 
inform its nutrition information. An example such as a five-colour oval shape format 
was applied in label G (Figure 10); a four-colour Lego blocks was projected in label H 
(Figure 11); while label J (Figure 12) assigned checkmarks to inform food allergens at 
the front. Based on the 3 label samples in this study, it was discovered that there were 
no standardised shapes designed for FOP despite their similar function. 
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Figure 6. Label C

Figure 5. Label B
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Figure 8. Label E

Figure 7. Label D
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Figure 9. Label F

Figure 10. Label G
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Figure 11. Label H

Figure 12. Label J
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Discussions

Design and application are essential elements for nutritional labels to help inform 
consumers making better-informed and healthful choices. Therefore, it is important 
to understand how these labels were designed and for whom they were designed 
for. While the findings in this study disclosed useful information, it also revealed 
the challenges of using typography, colour and contrast as well as the overall 
presentation of the information. 

The Use of Typography in Nutritional Label Design

Re and Watzman (2008) stressed that typography has the ability to add significant 
appeal to text and draw the consumers’ attention to a package. Its impact is often 
related to the choice and use of typography such as appropriate type size as one of 
the important elements to help consumers to be able to read, digest and appreciate 
informational content on a Label. However, this study revealed that the type size as 
small as 1pt was applied as shown in figure 4 and 6 (Labels A – C). Not only did such 
application not fulfil the minimum requirement of Malaysia Food Regulation 1985, 
type size smaller than 2pt also showed poor legibility and readability (Legge, Pelli, 
Rubin  et al 1985).

Besides the use of small type size, Figure 5 (label B) set its body of text entirely in 
upper case posed readability issue due to tight letter spacing (Hartley, 1994). Re and 
Watzman pointed out that when letter spacing was too tight, the letters were hard 
to distinguish from each other and legibility decreased naturally. Hence, when there 
is little spacing given, the word groups are joined visually and become extremely 
difficult for individual letters to be identified. In addition, tight letter spacing has 
high potential to cause low legibility and slow down reading speed. Nevertheless, 
the application of typography style such as light and bold, italic and roman would 
have helped to add interest to the overall layout and allowed consumers to visually 
organise information when reading. With the use of coloured typography in figure 
7 – 9 (label D – F), it brings effective contrast that makes two words or groups of 
words distinctly different. That being said, coloured type comes with weakness. They 
generally appear smaller to the human eyes when compared to the same type in 
black (Re and Watzman 2008). This is due to the counters also known as the negative 
space that is fully or partially enclosed by a letterform  filled by the ink from the dark 
background. 
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Hybrid labels presented in Figures 10 – 12 (label G – J) carried more elements on a 
single label. More texts were presented such as the use of various typography styles 
and more nutrition information were enclosed. While more information is often 
believed to be better, the benefits of information can also be easily crowded out, 
especially when mixtures of elements were added and presented on the label all at 
once. This may cause information to be de-emphasized due to division of time needed 
to process each item (Scammon 1977). In other words, when a label is designed with 
the intention to be more informative, it is essential to consider how typography 
should be applied to cue consumers when facing more information. In that case, 
more time is expected from consumers to go through the taxing information despite 
that it may be beneficial to them. 

The Use of Colour and Contrast in Nutritional Label Design

Generally, monochromatic colour is used strategically to create direct attention or 
to eliminate distraction without adding extra design elements. With fewer colour 
palettes such as figure 4 – 6 (label A – C), information is believed to be more 
noticeable and able to move away from clashing. Having said that, Re and Watzman 
opposed the beliefs of monochromatic colour because colour makes it easier for 
users to absorb large amounts of information and differentiate information types 
and hierarchies. It is also suggested that colour is the visual language of itself as it 
works as a mnemonic device and aids memories (Terry, Morioka and Adams, 2004). 
Hence, when Figures 7 – 9 (label D – F) presented its information in colours, such 
application seems to improve comprehension within the label. 

That being said, when colour is applied it is also highly important to evaluate 
the contrast if reading is highly desired. Considering the warm and cool colours 
applied in an alternate sequence as seen in Figures 7 – 9, they act as a guide to help 
consumers to better comprehend each information, to attract attention, to highlight 
certain key information and to indicate quantitative changes (Re and Watzman 
2008). However, Souter (2008) pointed out that when text in lighter colour is applied 
without considering good contrast, it may constitute a critical issue such as making 
its reading almost impossible.

Furthermore, colour with low saturation such as pastel colour used in Figures 10 
(label G) carried a subtle scheme which also lacked chromatic content. Scialfa et. al 
(2004) stressed that if subtle colours are used indiscriminately, users will find them 
less accessible, hence the effectiveness of reading the information may decrease. On 
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the other hand, the colours presented in Figure 11 (label H) were vividly applied 
while allowing the contrast to highlight specific information. As such, the colour 
scheme is able to reinforce the hierarchy of information and is considered the 
standard best practice among designers (Re and Watzman 2008).

The Overall Presentation of the Information in Nutritional Label Design

The presentation of information on a small print such as nutritional labels should be 
easy to read and comprehend while providing the consumers with ways to quickly 
grasp the information hierarchy. Re & Watzman pointed out the sense of direction 
and hierarchy would allow the consumers to read labels more easily in quicker time.

Hence, layout hierarchy on small print is as important as the entire page design 
because it contains crucial information to ultimately inform. Though the minimal 
nutrition information format shown in Figure 4 and Figure 5 (label A and B) may 
extinguish information overload, these formats somehow offered no guidance 
about how consumers should weigh each element such as higher calories against 
low sodium or higher carbohydrate against low protein content. More importantly, 
these labels provided little clue about how consumers should combine the nutrition 
information into a single answer, nor did it have spared consumers the same 
proficiency to identify the healthier food products like a health expert.

In comparison with Figure 6 (label C), it projected a larger amount of information. 
However, it also did not compensate for the complexity of a task facing consumers. 
Alas, such label design required consumers to actively think about their purchase, 
memorise a considerable amount of information, investing time in weighing 
different options and planning food choices far ahead. In such a case, when the large 
amount of information was made available, it can actually cause consumers to make 
a poorer decision, or worse, feeling anxiety when accessing the extensive information 
(Malhotra 1982; Keller and Staelin 1985). The same issue can be seen in Figures 7 – 9 
(label D – F), when an extra GDA panel was added and placed at the most bottom 
of the nutrition facts label, it could easily be crowded out especially if it was placed 
in a less prominent position. Although the extra GDA panel brings good intention 
to benefit the consumers, yet, to give sufficient information without presenting 
too much of information to inform healthy choice is also an essential issue simply 
because data richness is often information-poor (Payne 1976; Katz 2012). 

A better overall presentation of the information can be reflected in Figures 10 – 12 
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(label G – J). Various shapes of FOP were employed to provide a quick and alternative 
way to communicate with the consumers. According to Institute of Medicine (2010), 
a good FOP label is simple, using standard symbol translating information to provide 
easily grasped health meaning, whilst an intuitively accessible indicator of the food’s 
healthfulness as well as making healthier options unmistakable. Nonetheless, label 
G – J are considered an ideal performing design format because they are designed 
with easily recognisable symbols or graphics primarily used for guiding consumers 
instead of just presenting the overall view of factual information (Malam et al. 2009).

In sum, nutritional labels are often perceived as a factual document with the least 
visual hierarchy consideration required. As a result, many producers make two 
fundamental errors by assuming that to understand how a document like nutritional 
label will be used can be derived from imagining how it will be used. This assumption 
is based on a second error that everyone is the same when using and interacting with 
nutritional labels (Campos, Doxey and Hammond, 2011). Therefore, the attention to 
visual hierarchy applied should be taken seriously as it entails design complexity to 
influence consumers to use, read and ultimately make informed choices (Cowburn 
and Stockley, 2005).

Conclusion

This paper reviewed the design and applications of 9 nutritional labels from Malaysia 
retail outlets. Our findings pointed out that the current nutritional labels in Malaysia 
disclosed certain useful information through its design formats and applications, 
however they also revealed weaknesses in the aspect of typography, colour and 
contrast as well as the overall presentation of the information. In our findings, we 
discussed whether it is the use of an upper or lower case, light or dark text, rich 
or simplified data, and the application of typography can be further enhanced if 
legibility and readability are kept at the top of mind to cue consumers to read. In the 
aspect of colour and contrast, it is suggested that the appropriate use of colour can be 
an effective element to help one’s attention focus on a small print and the choice of 
colour scheme will also make reading better. By considering good contrast will enable 
consumers to access the information easily and further improve comprehension. In 
addition, if too many pieces of information need to be fit together, a more effective 
visual structure should be used to improve the presentation of information. This will 
allow a coherent and well-structured nutritional label quality as a whole.
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The comparison in this paper also revealed that when designing nutritional labels, 
it is important to understand how these labels are designed and whom they are 
designed for. The fact that nutritional labels serve as a purpose to allow consumers 
to make informed choices of a product’s overall value, what their eyes physically 
perceive is only one part of the story (Weinschenk 2011). Hence, the choice between 
text and symbols, the different type sizes and typography styles, the use of colours 
and contrast, and the application of overall presentation of information can all 
influence the way a consumer interprets nutritional labels. The details in design and 
application are deemed vital factors as a consequence to better-informed consumers 
(Campos, Doxey and Hammond 2011).

In conclusion, considering the consumers are responsible to actively use nutritional 
labels in order to make healthier dietary choices, government bodies and health 
experts have to first examine the existing design and application of nutritional labels. 
Consumers who are not health experts might face difficulty using the nutritional 
label to make healthier dietary choices. That said, by understanding deeper how 
these labels should be designed for the consumers, and how design and applications 
matter, may help to create new insights for designers, health experts and policy 
makers to rethink the purpose of nutritional labels. This will become a deeply 
ingrained benefit for the nation.
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Appendix A
Typometer

Figure A-1. An example of printable Typometer (Bear, 2019) 
(http://www.microtype.com/resources/mtruler.pdf) 
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Appendix B
CMYK colour model and eyedropper tool in Adobe Illustrator software

Figure B-1. Screenshot of researchers’ process using eyedropper and CMYK colour 
model in the software

Appendix C
Grid System

Figure C-1. An example of grid system (Walrack, 2016)
(https://blog.designcrowd.com/article/932/a-designers-guide-to-using-grid-layout-in-projects) 
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On a train in mid-February 2020, two young people sitting behind me started 
behaving strangely as I stood up to put on my coat. One hyperventilated loudly 
and said “Oh my god” repeatedly while the other stared at me with tensed muscles, 
ready to fight. I might have stared back at them, questioningly at first, only realising 
later the fear my appearance must have aroused. This is a story-so-far about 
communities in the United Kingdom (UK) during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
This story-so-far contemplates the violence enacted on behalf of communities, 
the myths of belonging proffered by utopic imaginings of diasporic communities 
and the forgotten imaginings of a multicultural, pluralist society. This narrative 
inquiry into communities is intended as a provocation towards thinking about the 
interconnectedness that extends beyond communities. This is a story-so-far about 
practices of care between places.

My methodological approach draws inspiration from Ruthellen Josselson’s approach 
to narrative inquiry which argues that the stories people create out of the chaos of 
random experiences reveal how people make sense of their lives (Josselson 2011, 223). 
My narrative inquiry begins with an interest in narratives that have shaped people’s 
impression of Chineseness in the UK. Allen Chun has argued that an understanding 
of identity as socially constructed should include an acknowledgement of how the 
discourse of each identity location is shaped by geopolitical forces specific to that 
place (Chun 2009, 342). This discourse shapes people’s perception of these identity 
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locations and this influences the individual’s decision to identify or not (337). This 
is what he calls “the geopolitics of identity” (331). For Chun, “Chineseness has...
been constructed in complex ways in diverse societies, the least of which is from the 
people themselves” (Chun 2017, x). Chineseness is seldom defined by the individual 
who is labelled by others as Chinese, regardless of whether this individual chooses to 
identify as Chinese or how this individual defines Chineseness. Rather, the discourse 
of Chineseness is crafted selectively and strategically by governments to serve 
certain geopolitical interests (Ibid.). Extending Chun’s observations, my narrative 
inquiry attends to how certain discursive representations of Chineseness in the UK 
preceding the COVID-19 pandemic may have contributed to a particular perception 
of Chineseness that was imposed on Chinese, East Asians and Southeast Asians 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, regardless of nationality. 

China’s rise as an economic superpower has stoked fears in the United States of 
America (US) of a ‘“monstrous” China that, in its unstoppable march to [economic] 
superpower status, threatens to swallow up the world’ (Ang 2013, 19-20). In 2015, 
George Osborne claimed, as the Chancellor of the Exchequer of David Cameron’s 
Conservative government, that “we want the UK to be China’s best partner in the 
west” (Osborne in Phillips 2015). Since then, the US has allegedly pressured the UK 
government to distance itself from China (Wintour 2020). The 2019 protests in Hong 
Kong and the ongoing investigations into the genocide of Muslim Uighurs in Xinjiang 
have provided convenient opportunities for the UK to appease the US. In extending 
a route to British citizenship to British National Overseas citizens in Hong Kong, 
British prime minister Boris Johnson has positioned the scheme as “honour[ing] 
our profound ties of history and friendship with the people of Hong Kong”, proof 
of how the UK has “stood up for freedom and autonomy” (Johnson in Hale 2021). 
While I struggle to understand how Britain’s colonisation of Hong Kong, from 
1842 to 1941 and 1945 to 1997, can be framed as friendship, freedom or autonomy, 
Johnson’s portrayal of China as a threat to democracy performs allegiance to the 
UK’s “special relationship” with the US (US Embassy and Consulates in the United 
Kingdom, 2021). The US believes that the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) “aims 
not merely at preeminence within the established world order...but to fundamentally 
revise world order, placing the People’s Republic of China (PRC) at the center and 
serving Beijing’s authoritarian goals and hegemonic ambitions” (The Policy Planning 
Staff 2020, 1). In other words, the US perceives China as a geopolitical threat to 
its economic, military and political interests as a superpower. These geopolitical 
relationships inform discursive representations of Chineseness in the US and UK 
that can contribute towards latent fears that motivate hostility towards Chinese, East 
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Asian and Southeast Asian people during the COVID-19 pandemic. 

Fathali Moghaddam has persuasively proposed, in his Staircase to Terrorism (2005) 
model, that the violence enacted by terrorists is cultivated over time. Moghaddam 
suggests that relative deprivation may be an initial trigger that prompts certain 
individuals to perceive the world as unfair, unjust and lacking in opportunities for 
social mobility (Moghaddam 2005, 162). Those who ascend to “the first floor” may 
be motivated by the belief that socially unacceptable actions are the only means 
of achieving social mobility given that all socially acceptable routes are closed to 
them (Moghaddam 2016, 426). Moghaddam argues that those who ascend to “the 
second floor” are “influenced by conspiracy theorists, racists and other individuals 
harbouring extreme prejudices, all pointing to targets for displaced aggression” (428). 
This step is key in justifying hostility towards people who are blamed for hindering 
their social mobility. In a survey of 26,000 people in 25 countries designed by the 
YouGov Cambridge Globalism Project, one in five British respondents “believed 
it was definitely or probably true that COVID-19 had been deliberately created 
and spread by the Chinese government” (Henley and McIntyre 2020). Protection 
Approaches’ October 2020 report asserts that there has been a 300% increase in 
reports of hate crime directed at Chinese, East and Southeast Asian people in the 
UK within the first quarter of 2020 (Protection Approaches 2020, 1). Borrowing 
from Moghaddam’s staircase model, I suggest that geopolitically informed discursive 
representations of Chineseness, compounded with racist conspiracy theories about 
COVID-19, may have led these attackers to blame people who look Chinese for 
the death of loved ones to COVID-19 and the loss of employment experienced 
in the wake of the pandemic-induced recession. This misinformed perception 
of Chineseness is imposed on Chinese, East Asian and Southeast Asian people in 
the UK. Pawat Silawattakun (a Thai tax consultant), Jonathan Mok (a Singaporean 
student) and Wang Peng (a Chinese lecturer) were all attacked after being called 
a “coronavirus” or a “Chinese virus” (Silawattakun 2020; Lau 2020; Clarke 2021)1. 
This tactical dehumanisation is often followed up with a justification for violence on 
behalf of a community: “I don’t want your coronavirus in my country” (Lau 2020). 

I cannot claim to speak for all migrants, but as a Singaporean Peranakan, I have 
come to believe that belonging is a myth for those with limited leave to remain in the 
UK. I am not arguing for a revival of utopian diasporic communities here. Ien Ang 
has warned that “the discourse of diaspora itself is ultimately nationalist” where the 
imagination of the diasporic community is founded on “transnational nationalism” 
(Ang 2013, 24). This belonging, proffered on the basis of being ethnically Chinese, 

1 All Chinese names in this chapter observe Mandarin naming conventions where the surname is placed before the first name. 
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comes with expectations to acknowledge China as an ancestral homeland. But this 
imagination of diasporic belonging is also a myth. Even though this Chineseness 
is different from the Chineseness imposed on Chinese, East and Southeast Asian 
people in the UK, these articulations of Chineseness are also not self-defined. 

To be clear, there are multiple and diverse articulations of Chineseness. Chun has 
noted that articulations of Chineseness in Taiwan are different from articulations 
of Chineseness in Singapore and Hong Kong as they serve different geopolitical 
interests (Chun 1996, 70). Given that geopolitical interests shift over time in 
response to geopolitical situations, articulations of Chineseness in each country 
will also shift in order to serve these changing geopolitical interests. In response to 
these changing discursive representations of Chineseness, some theorists, like Ang, 
regard their identification with Chineseness as a matter of consent. Ang notes, “if I 
am inescapably Chinese by descent, I am only sometimes Chinese by consent” (Ang 
2001, 36). Arguably, Ang and Chun hold conflicting positions on the degree to which 
these discursive representations of Chineseness can be influenced by the person 
who is categorised by others as Chinese. My approach to Chineseness resonates 
with Kwan Sansan’s kinesthetic approach to Chineseness as a “fraught yet abiding 
concept” that “is negotiated through moving bodies in global cities” (Kwan 2013, 
14). In the context of the geopolitical relations and the discursive representations 
that have contributed to present perceptions of Chineseness in the UK, I recognise 
that my tactical navigations of Chineseness may have little impact on those who 
shape discursive representations of Chineseness in the UK. Yet, I am interested in 
creating the possibility of counternarratives that nuance perceptions of Chineseness, 
encouraging a shift away from current hostilities that mark interactions in the UK. In 
doing so, I hope to make this place a little more liveable for Chinese, East Asian and 
Southeast Asian people in the UK.

I have asked colleagues to walk to the train station with me, opening up 
autotopographical conversations about place. In Autotopography: Graffiti, 
Landscapes and Selves, Deirdre Heddon describes her approach to autotopography 
as “the location of a particular individual in actual space, a locatedness that has 
implications for both subject and place” (Heddon 2002, 1). Here, this locatedness is 
realised through the performative writing of identity, through graffiti that articulates 
rejection of homosexuals (13). This graffiti, though intended to hurt, renders 
legible the presence of homosexuals in this place. Extending Heddon’s definition 
of autotopography, the heightened visibility given to my appearance in London has 
kindled a sense of dislocatedness in this place. I wondered if these autotopographical 
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walks might be read as performances of resistance. I hope that these conversations 
will help my colleagues persuade those who have been swayed by racist COVID-19 
conspiracy theories. While reparation can be a useful starting point for anti-racist 
conversations, offering counselling support to those who have survived a violent 
racially-motivated attack is not enough and often feels too late. There is more that 
local communities can do towards the prevention of hate crimes by denouncing 
racist narratives of COVID-19 and Chineseness, for example. 

In thinking about place, I have been inspired by geographer Doreen Massey’s 
definition of space and place where “space is rather a simultaneity of stories-so-far” 
and “places are collections of those stories” (Massey 2005, 130). These stories describe 
a relationship with a physical site, as well as relationships between the human and 
the more-than-human in this site. chalk/dust (2020 - 2021) is a place practice that 
I have developed with the intention of intervening in these stories-so-far to create 
counternarratives of Chineseness. This place practice takes inspiration from Sally 
Mackey’s place practices, which “can trouble the meanings of place, destabilising 
suppositions of locality, dwelling, inhabitation, territory, indigeneity, community, 
residence, belonging, connection and ownership” (Mackey 2016, 107). I hoped that 
these chalk graffiti poems, signed off with the character for love, 爱 (ài) in Mandarin, 
might open up the possibility of initiating a counternarrative of Chineseness in place.

At this time of writing in June 2021, 127,956 people have died of COVID-19 in the 
UK and the UK has the sixth highest number of COVID-19 deaths in the world. 
This figure does not include those who have died of causes that are not related to 
COVID-19. Co-op Funeralcare, UK’s biggest funeral provider, estimated that “9.7 
million mourners have been denied the opportunity to say their last goodbye 
at their loved one’s funeral” during the first lockdown (Co-op Funeralcare 2020). 
While I believe that the COVID-19 restrictions are necessary, these restrictions have 
hindered the performance of funeral rites that many view as their last act of care for 
the deceased. Mourners closest to the deceased who could attend the funeral stood 
two metres apart, unable to comfort each other with a hug. COVID-19 physical 
distancing is experienced by the mourner as a form of isolation where one is left 
wrestling alone with one’s grief. Recognising the need to create alternative ways of 
caring at a distance for those who have lost loved ones, I decided to create a series 
of online applied performance workshops that facilitate the exploration of physically 
distanced ways of offering comfort and support.

Between March 2020 to March 2021, whilst the UK endured three national lockdowns, 
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I conducted a series of applied performance workshops where participants were 
invited to create poems that they might chalk on the street during their weekly trip 
to the supermarket. Some of these participants were students who might consider 
themselves part of a community. Some of these participants were people who did not 
know each other. These applied performance workshops were conducted over Zoom. 
I often begin my applied performance workshops by inviting my participants to 
create abstract sculptures that represent their fears using furniture, food or laundry 
that they find around the home. During the pandemic, many of the fear sculptures 
seemed to express a fear of death or loss. In response to these sculptures, I tell my 
participants that I have lost an uncle during lockdown. I explain that the 14-day 
quarantine in Singapore has made it impossible to attend funerals in person. I choose 
to reveal this fear in order to dismantle power hierarchies inherent in the facilitator-
participant relationship. I reassure my participants that they will not be asked to 
reveal what their fear is. At the end of the workshop, I invite participants to create 
a poem formed of words of comfort or support that they wished they had received 
during lockdown. This is an excerpt of what participants wrote in the Zoom chatbox:

I’m always here to listen. 
I’m here for you. You are not alone. 
What can I do to help you? 
I am reaching out, creating a home wherever.
It’s ok to not feel perfect in your grief. 
As days pass, I hope you find comfort and support in the people 
that surround you and the amazing memories you have created. 
I will see you soon. 
You can get through this. 
This too shall pass. 
You are not alone. 
I am here for you. I am here for you. 
I am here for you. 

Inspired by Heddon’s Autotopography: Graffiti, Landscapes and Selves (2002) 
where a fictional character uses chalk graffiti to perform queerness in defiance of 
the homophobic graffiti she encountered, I decided to create chalk graffiti poems 
inspired by the participants’ words of comfort and support. I hoped that these words 
of comfort might speak to the loss that might have contributed to the displacement 
of aggression in the UK. Subverting the implicit “I was here” performed by the graffiti 
writing that remains (Whybrow 2011, 114), these chalk poems end with “I am here 
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for you, 爱”. Heddon argues that autobiographical writing can “be a site of resistance, 
a potential site for forging other subjects and other stories” (Heddon 2002, 13). The 
identity performed in this graffiti is designed to respond to discursive representations 
of Chineseness with compassion, inviting a different approach to negotiated living 
in place. 

We are all vulnerable to COVID-19. And while I have been tempted to protest 
against the racially motivated violence directed at Chineseness by creating street 
performances that declare “I am not a virus”, I hesitate because I worry that these 
declarations might stigmatise those who have contracted COVID-19 by labouring 
for our survival and safety on the frontlines as supermarket workers, cleaners, 
transport workers and delivery workers. In May 2020, a report by the Institute of 
Fiscal Studies found that “Pakistanis, Black Africans and Black Caribbeans are over-
represented among key workers overall” with one in five Black Africans of working 
age employed in health and social care (Platt and Warwick 2020, 12-13). There are 
no reports on the race of COVID-19 fatalities on the frontlines of food supply and 
distribution, cleaning services or transport. Their unrecognised labour of care is 
marked by histories of inequality that manifest in death when their absence goes 
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unnoticed, their deaths ungrieved by the communities they have served. Reparation 
can imply the desire to restore wholeness but this impetus must be problematised. 
Inequality does not emerge out of brokenness. Inequality is the intended outcome of 
meritocracy (Teo 2018, 31).

I choose to recognise the precariousness of human life even though this common 
mortality is not one that evokes a sense of community. Chalk evokes the 
impermanence of life as well as an appreciation of deep time. Washed away by the 
rain, all that remains of the chalk graffiti poems I wrote are memories of place, 
formed by passers-by who might have chanced upon these chalk graffiti poems as 
they paused for rest under a tree. Yet chalk endures. The rainwater that carries this 
chalk to sea may contribute to the intricate formation of calcium carbonate shells 
found on marine organisms that will, after millions of years, become part of the 
limestone cliffs that characterise a future landscape of this place. Robert Macfarlane 
has described “this dance of death and life that goes into limestone’s creation [as] 
what makes it without doubt the liveliest, queerest rock I know” (Macfarlane 2019, 
22). Traces of chalk remain - capturing the essence of death-in-life, an understanding 
of death as coexistent and inseparable from living (Nishitani 1982, 93). These are 
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traces of care - reminding me of the frontline workers who maintain their enduring, 
everyday care for community wellbeing at the expense of their own. 
 

I have chosen to write these chalk graffiti poems next to trees that have endured the 
three lockdowns. Most of these trees had shed their leaves for winter, waiting silently 
for spring. In Kuo Pao Kun’s The Silly Little Girl and the Funny Old Tree (1988), the 
Girl prevents the Tree from being cut down by a bulldozer, but she is unable to stop 
the pruning of the Tree (Kuo 2000, 114). The Girl mourns for the Tree which has been 
pruned to conform with plans for the landscape (115). Like the Tree, migrants in the  
UK are compelled to assimilate culturally, towards a “united sense of Britishness” 
(Sewell et al. 2021, 89). The 2021 report by the Commission on Race and Ethnic 
Disparities (CRED) in the UK claims that “creating a successful multicultural society” 
(8) remains its aim, yet this report shifts away from the language of multiculturalism 
after attributing the economic inactivity of Pakistani and Bangladeshi women in the 
UK to “cultural traditions” (43). The CRED disingenuously proposes that “strong 
ethnic identities” can be accommodated in the cultivation of “a common, unifying, 
civic identity as British citizens” (Ibid.). It advocates for “reinforc[ing] the symbols 
of Britishness which signal to minorities that they are considered full members of 
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Figure 5. (left) and Figure 6. (right): “I am always here to listen. I am here for you, 爱”.
(Photos by author)
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the British family while retaining their own distinctive identities” (47). This  suggests 
that multiculturalism is tolerated as a transition phase towards Britishness. This 
British nationalism is arguably regressive in comparison to the pluralist vision of 
society envisioned in the 1985 Swann report. 

The 1985 Swann Report positions cultural diversity explicitly as “a valuable resource 
to enrich the lives of all” (Swann et al. 1985, 326, 329). In its advocacy of multicultural 
education, the 1985 Swann report notes that: 

In practice there was little real difference between the 
assimilationist and integrationist viewpoints in that they shared 
the common aim of absorbing ethnic minority communities 
within society with as little disruption to the life of the majority 
community as possible (197). 

The Swann report argues that “both the assimilationist and integrationist educational 
responses to the needs of ethnic minority pupils” are “misguided and ill-founded” 
and emphasises the need for change in majority community attitudes, interrogating 
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the assumptions of those who viewed multicultural education as “irrelevant” in “all-
white” schools and challenging those who expect migrants to conform to British 
cultural practices, values and attitudes (197-198, 235). Britishness is not emphasised 
here. While I am broadly sympathetic to the recommendations proposed in the 1985 
Swann report, I suggest that multiculturalism will not go far enough. Tolerance and 
the grudging accommodation of cultural diversity will not mitigate the resentment 
or loss experienced by many in this pandemic. Extending Royona Mitra’s “new 
interculturalism” which “represents a conceptual, processual, embodied lived 
condition driven by one’s own multiple affiliations to cultures, nations and faiths” 
(Mitra 2015, 23), interculturalism recognises that our affinity to adopt a gamut of 
different cultural practices as part of our everyday lives is not limited by nationality 
or ethnicity. I argue that fostering an acknowledgement of interculturalism, already 
present in the so-called “British way of life”, may enable greater openness to an 
understanding of how cultural diversity enriches everyday life. After all, tea, which 
is so often referenced as quintessentially British, was originally derived from trade 
with China. In combining community-generated words of comfort and support 
with 爱 (ài), the character for love, I sought to materialise the interculturalism that 
migrants bring to a place through writing that evokes imaginations of this place as a 
pluralist society formed of many culturally diverse communities. I choose to speak 
of, and to, the irrecoverable loss experienced in communities that I am part of and 
communities that I am excluded from. In this pandemic, what becomes apparent is 
our interconnectedness beyond the communities we are part of, regardless of our 
ethnic or nationalistic identifications. Our personal decisions, from mask-wearing 
to travel, have had national and international consequences. 

Before it falls silent, Kuo’s Tree tells the Girl not to be afraid of thunderstorms that 
toughen the branches and enable the development of deeper roots (Kuo 2000, 
115). In writing chalk graffiti poems next to trees that resist the concrete confines 
of their paved surroundings, I draw attention to the trees as more-than-human co-
performers in this work of community art. Taking inspiration from Lisa Woynarski’s 
attention to bioperformativity, which “recognis[es] the agency of the more-than-
human, or the way the more-than-human performs as material and representation” 
(Woynarski 2020, 73), I suggest that it is in the acknowledgement of our enduring 
interconnectedness with the more-than-human that we might begin to practice 
distance as a form of care between places. This COVID-19 pandemic has forced 
me to reckon with a new “aero-consciousness” that “alters how we understand 
our responsibilities and to whom we feel we owe a duty of care” (Wilkie 2015, 
175). As reports of new variants of COVID-19 emerged last summer, my worries 
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of contributing to the international spread of new variants outweighed the guilt 
of not being able to fulfill familial expectations by being physically present for the 
funeral. Instead, I attended my uncle’s live streamed funeral on Facebook. Through 
WhatsApp, I sent my cousin shared memories and imagined stories of our departed 
loved ones catching up over ice-cream in the afterlife. I sent comfort food (curry 
puffs, fishballs, prawn nuggets and chicken wings) to my cousin, in lieu of being 
there. In this pandemic, distance is not a void or absence - it is filled with care. 

This (pandemic) will pass. 
I am here for you, 爱.
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Figure 9. (left) and Figure 10. (right): “...and this too shall pass. I am here for you, 爱”.
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You must go on, I can’t go on, I’ll go on.
– Samuel Beckett (1954, 179), The Unnamable

These are the final lines of Samuel Beckett’s The Unnamable, the conclusion of his 
“trilogy” of novels broadly exploring consciousness and existence.1 A disjointed, 
inner monologue by an unnamed protagonist, The Unnamable is a stream of 
introspection. Throughout the text the protagonist returns to the question of 
how, amidst the struggles in life, one can go on. There is an overall impression of 
exhaustion, of being overwhelmed by things.

Penned in France in the decade after the Second World War, we can understand the 
feeling of depletion and the questioning of whether one can continue. The political 
and economic structures of modern Europe had once again brought the continent 
to catastrophe. This was the same decade when philosopher Theodor Adorno 
(1955, 34) famously declared that it was “impossible to write poetry today.”2 It was 
a moment of collective introspection – questioning our purpose, practices and, for 
artists, the value of art in the aftermath of the Holocaust. How could we possibly go 
on as we had before?

While this is the historical context to Beckett’s authorship, the context of the 
protagonist is ambiguous. The protagonist’s struggles do not feel distant or confined 
to a past era. They feel present, approachable, apprehensible, perhaps familiar. In 
some ways, their struggles to find a way forward are not dissimilar to the social, 
political and existential anxiety many are expressing today. We may be able to find 
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On fatigue and recovery*

Ian Alden Russell

* This paper was originally commissioned by Ormston House and published in Duncan, Adrian. The Sustainability Project. Limerick:Ormston 
House, 2019.
1The previous two novels in Beckett’s “trilogy” are Molloy (1951) and Malone Dies (1951).
2 The full quotation from Adorno (1955, 34) reads: “The critique of culture is confronted with the last stage in thedialectic of culture and 
barbarism: to write a poem after Auschwitz is barbaric, and that corrodes also theknowledge which expresses why it has become impossible 
to write poetry today.”
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empathy, or even camaraderie, in the search for how to sustain oneself amidst 
difficult times.

The Politics of Fatigue

Trump, anti-Trump, Brexit, Remain, Alternative für Deutschland, Lega Nord, the Five 
Star Movement – the stretching of the social fabric to extremes has left the middle, 
our shared space of collective social and political will, far too thin. Overwhelmed 
by commentary and critique, individual and social fatigue have become a recurring 
concern in public conversation. Last year, poet and essayist Elisa Gabbert (2018) 
questioned whether “compassion fatigue” is “inevitable in an age of 24-hour news?” 
More recently, CNN news anchor Alisyn Camerota expressed personal exhaustion at 
covering the Trump administration. (Hains 2019) Similarly, some have posited that 
recent local election results in the UK are the result of “Brexitfatigue,” while across 
the English Channel the EU Commissioner Jean-Claude Juncker claimed that he 
personally suffered from “Brexit fatigue.”3

Before Trump, Brexit or Steve Bannon’s championing of the politics of populist 
division across two continents, some in Turkey described the perpetual hostility, 
opposition and duality in their politics as “politics of fatigue.” One put it simply, 
saying, “it is so tiring to be Turkish sometimes.”4 The day after the election of Donald 
Trump to the US presidency, a friend from Istanbul texted, saying, “welcome to the 
club.” The lighthearted jest veiled a stark acknowledgement of the globalization of 
politics of division and fatigue. The absurd humour of the quip, however, also offered 
camaraderie and comic relief. It reminds me of another quintessential Beckettian 
moment from the play Waiting for Godot (Beckett 1954, 60R). Gogo says, “I can’t go 
on like this.” To which Didi replies, “That’s what you think.”

Like Didi and Gogo, who are waiting for someone who never arrives, we too are in a 
sort of purgatory – a liminal politics that is neither truly a pause from the struggle nor 
progress. While many hope that the promise of change will sustain us in our struggles, 
it seems the unceasing drama and entertainment of 24-hour news perpetuates our 
ability to wait. Instead of witty wordplay and absurd repartee, our wait is sustained 
by tweets and commentary about tweets. Meanwhile our epistemological security 
erodes amidst a fog of interpretation that clouds facts, shrouding them in opinion 
and suspicion. In Russia, the situation is overt. Vladimir Putin employs Vladislav 
Yuryevich Surkov as his personal advisor. Surkov, who studied theatre directing 
at the Moscow Institute of Culture, devised a uniquely theatrical political strategy. 

3 For discussion of “Brexit-fatigue” in the UK see Will Gore (2019). Also see Jason Douglas (2019). For discussion of Jean-Claude Juncker’s 
statements see Paul Dallison and Maïa de la Baume (2019).
4 For a discussion of Steve Bannon’s strategic impact in European politics, see Vivienne Walt (2019). For a discussion of politics and fatigue in 
Turkey, see Elif Shafak (2015).
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Recounted by Peter Pomerantsev (2011) in the London Review of Books:

In contemporary Russia, unlike the old USSR or present-day 
North Korea, the stage is constantly changing: the country is a 
dictatorship in the morning, a democracy at lunch, an oligarchy 
by suppertime, while, backstage, oil companies are expropriated, 
journalists killed, billions siphoned away. Surkov is at the centre 
of the show, sponsoring nationalist skinheads one moment, 
backing human rights groups the next. It’s a strategy of power 
based on keeping any opposition there may be constantly 
confused, a ceaseless shape-shifting that is unstoppable because 
it’s indefinable.

Under Surkov, the Kremlin funds all sides of an issue – a cause and its opposition – 
stoking antagonism and conflict. Confusion arises from the public acknowledgement 
that they are doing this, making it nearly impossible to create consensus on what 
are authentic political actions and causes.5 This extends beyond domestic Russian 
politics. The theatrics of opinion and outrage in Western media markets stoke 
division and reactivity, driving ratings and advertising revenue while also making 
trust in media outlets vulnerable to manipulation, with some claiming that Western 
media is suffering from “truth decay.” (Fottrell 2019) Following his playbook, Surkov 
has stated publicly that “Russia is playing with the West’s minds,” and “they don’t 
know how to deal with their own changed consciousness.” (Carroll 2019)

The Cost of Post - Industrial Labour

Beyond Gabbert’s “compassion fatigue,” there seems to be insurmountable emotional 
and intellectual labour to stay engaged, informed and accurately analyze the stream 
of sensational, absurd, divisive and reactive politics. What keeps us watching – both 
the news, our phones as well as antidramas like Waiting for Godot – is that we are 
invested, not just in the outcome but in the experience of the process. This investment 
both sustains our ability to persist and endure, but it also makes us vulnerable to 
manipulation and exploitation. With one eye glued to the screen, we exhaust our 
attention, rendering us less and less able to open our other eye to our condition, let 
alone take action towards meaningful change.

While traditional media outlets established the play, our wanton embrace of social 
media has made us the players, the channels providing content, information 

5 For an exploration of these themes see the documentary film HyperNormalisation by Adam Curtis (2016)
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6 For a discussion of parental concerns over whether or not to assist their children in becoming “YouTubers,” see Julie Jargon (2019).

and opinion.6 We willfully opened ourselves and our self-image to the flow of 
information and data. Email and mobile telecommunications expand work into 
what were once private and personal time. As Paul Virilio (2000, 67) questioned, 
“what are we to say of the enthusiasm of post-industrial companies for the cellphone 
which enables them to abolish the distinction between working hours and private 
life for their employees?” “Employee brand advocacy programmes” coerce or require 
employees to co-opt their personal social-media profiles to post public relations 
content, packaged as personal life moments(Holmes 2016). The argument is that 
these innovations allow individuals to connect freely, find and express authenticity in 
their employment and exercise more choice and flexibility with how and when they 
work. The outcome is, however, that work, debate and self-exploitation can and does 
happen anywhere and anytime – interrupting dinners, walks, hugs, conversations 
and sleep.

Over a decade ago, in 2008, many big technology firms such as Microsoft, Google, 
IBM and Intel, formed a non-profit group to study digital overload and its negative 
impact on productivity. (Ritchel 2008) Despite this, in 2019, Summit Learning – a 
Silicon Valley company developing a personalized web-based learning platform 
funded by Mark Zuckerberg and Priscilla Chan – rolled out a programme in small-
town schools around Wichita, Kansas. The goal was to provide online teachers 
through web-based, self-directed learning in order to allow in-person teachers to 
act as mentors instead. Local residents revolted as many parents reported negative 
health consequences and changes in the behaviour of their children. (Bowles 2019) It 
is telling that a year prior, in 2018, it became public knowledge that parents in Silicon 
Valley were raising their children “tech-free” and attending schools that prioritize 
traditional, in-person learning environments. (Weller 2018)

The Pressure to Perform and the Co-Option of Resistance

In 2001, John Armitage and Phil Graham (2001) synthesized Paul Virilio’s (1986) 
thoughts on speed and politics with Karl Marx’s theories of capital. They proposed 
that we have entered an era of dromoeconomics in which not only the concept 
of productivity, but also its speed are commodified. This has increased both the 
professional as well as social pressure to engage, react, produce content and perform 
for one another. Many regularly describe feeling overwhelmed, as not having enough 
bandwidth or being exhausted, as shutting down, as if our minds were no longer flesh 
but fiber optics. The sense of processing as a subjective emotional and psychological 
need has been eclipsed by the sense of processing akin to computational systems 
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crunching numbers to spit out deterministic results. The ease and speed at which 
we can share information and connect with one another online gives us an illusion 
of agency and an expectation for instant gratification.. It masks the subordination 
of our agency to the systems and algorithms that categorise, divide and separate us. 
Our friends, likes and social connections are subject to the “terms and conditions” 
(which many of us never really read) of privately held companies and publicly traded 
corporations. Instead of agents and citizens, we wittingly and unwittingly perform 
the roles of users and influencers. Like an addict, we know our behaviours are 
harmful, exhausting and unsustainable, but we feel powerless to break the cycle of 
dependency on the information systems that isolate and exhaust us. As Radiohead 
(2006) put it, we do it to ourselves, and that’s what really hurts.

Critic and theorist Jan Verwoert explored the dynamics of productivity, performance 
and exhaustion in his essay Exhaustion and Exuberance. In our so-called post-
industrial, or late capitalist, societies the expectation to be productive and contribute 
to overall growth is taken for granted. Verwoert observed, however, that parallel 
to the expectation to be productive a more illusory expectation has emerged – the 
expectation to perform. Read against the contemporary context of pervasive social 
media performance, Verwoert’s (2008, 107) insights are prescient and perhaps 
offer ways forward. One path looks to the history of countercultural movements – 
bohemians, hippies, punks, rock and roll, hip hop – and what he terms “the politics 
of exhaustion”.

…the politics of exhaustion inherent in countercultural rites 
of excess have always been about deliberately squandering … 
capital. This philosophy of self-destruction is born out of the 
realization that the accumulation of capital is tied to the moment 
when profits are skimmed off and stashed away in the bourgeois 
private sphere to secure property. The rebellious response of 
bohemian culture has therefore always lain in the commitment 
to never accumulate profit but always waste it and get wasted, to 
consume and be consumed, and refuse to save anything or be 
saved by anyone.

While laudable in their ideals to resist productivity culture, unfortunately, this strategy 
and these movements have proven unable to sufficiently resist, overcome or change 
the broader economic system of performance culture. Instead, the performance of 
resistance has become a lifestyle brand and experiential commodity itself. Capitalism 
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has an uncanny ability to co-opt its resistance in service of the market.

An ironic affirmation of this paradoxical symbiosis occurred in 2016 on the 40th 
anniversary of the release of Anarchy in the UK by the Sex Pistols. Joe Corré, the 
son of Vivienne Westwood and Sex Pistols manager Malcolm McLaren, set fire to 
£5 million worth of punk memorabilia on a boat on the River Thames. It was billed 
as a protest against music, and punk, being used as a marketing tool. “Punk has 
become another marketing tool to sell you something you don’t need. The illusion 
of an alternative choice. Conformity in another uniform.” (Press Association 2016) 
The spectacle included a fireworks performance and burning effigies of politicians. 
While Corré’s intention was to protest the co-option of performance, it can be argued 
that the public relations and publicity surrounding the protest only deepened the 
co-option of performed resistance as spectacle. Our energy and emotional labour 
of resistance is redirected, converted into new brand equities in the marketplace 
of ideas. The process is accelerated by our dependence on dromoeconomics of 
information systems and the instant gratification of social media. We perform and 
share our life and acts of defiance via social media platforms. More often than not, 
we end up reinforcing the pressures and expectations to perform we wish to resist. 
We become more dependent on, perhaps even addicted to, the systems from which 
we wish to be emancipated (Morozov 2013).

The First Steps Towards Recovery 

The first step of the Twelve Steps recovery programme is to admit that we are 
powerless over our dependency and that our lives have become unmanageable.7 If 
we are ever to hope to liberate ourselves from the cycles of dependency inherent 
in technologically-driven performance culture, we must accept that we are sick, 
tired and need help. As Verwoert (2008, 107) suggested, out of the exhaustion of 
constant performance may emerge a new form of solidarity, a radical community of 
convalescence.

If, living under the pressure to perform, we begin to see that a 
state of exhaustion is a horizon of collective experience, could 
we then understand this experience as the point of departure 
for the formation of a particular form of solidarity? A solidarity 
that would not lay the foundations for the assertion of a potent 
operative community, but which would, on the contrary, lead 
us to acknowledge that the one thing we share—exhaustion—

7 For an in-depth discussion of the twelve-step programme, see Alcoholics Anonymous Alcoholics (1993).
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makes us an inoperative community, an exhausted community, 
or a community of the exhausted. A community, however, that 
can still act, not because it is entitled to do so by the institutions 
of power, but by virtue of an unconditional, exuberant politics of 
dedication. In short, because, as a community of convalescents, 
we realise in an empty moment of full awareness, that we care.

This is the conclusion of Verwoert’s essay. Picking up where he left off, dedication 
and care are crucial to the sustainability of creative action. If we take seriously the 
proposal of a community of convalescence and a politics of dedication and care, 
we are presented with the challenge of how to sustain our ability to care for one 
another. Verwoert defaults to a call to look away from institutions of power – an 
understandable post-structural, deconstructive political step to empower the 
individual. If taken at face value, we, however, may again end in a situation where 
individuals feel it necessary to fill the void of these institutions, to self-exploit and 
perform heroic acts of care. Instead, might there be a way we could let go of the 
culture of performance and create systems we care for precisely because they free us 
from the pressure to perform?

Looking Back to Step Forward

Despite the existential anguish that Beckett and his contemporaries felt in the 
aftermath of the Second World War, the period also provides inspiration for how we 
may be able to move forward in our struggles. The institutions of power that Verwoert 
criticized had largely been devastated across the continent, so too the infrastructure 
for the arts. In the wake of the war, people – exhausted and depleted – were faced with 
the challenge of imagining a post-national system “to save succeeding generations 
from the scourge of war.” (United Nations 1945) In 1950, French foreign minister 
Robert Schuman proposed the founding of a European Coal and Steel Community 
to prevent further war between France and Germany. Its immediate effect freed the 
states of Europe from the pressures of national industrial competition that beget war. 
Its long-term effect was the establishment of the European Community and later the 
European Union.

These treaties and declarations, and others like them, emerged as efforts to create 
systems we could care for precisely because they could free us from competition 
over productivity and the negative effects of performances of nationalism. The work 
undertaken was idealistic, perhaps utopic, but ultimately, practical in execution – 
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driven by the exhaustion and existential anxiety expressed in Beckett’s The Unnamable 
on the one hand, yet ultimately optimistic and sustained by the exuberance of the 
absurd dynamics and witty exchanges such as between Didi and Gogo. Far from the 
Sisyphean dystopias envisaged by 19th century thinkers such as Søren Kierkegaard 
and Friedrich Nietzsche, a new solidarity emerged. It united peoples who were sick 
of conflict, admitted their dependency on systems that ultimately exploited them 
and dedicated themselves to establishing systems to free future generations from the 
pressures of productivity and performance that nearly destroyed a continent and 
could have extinguished an entire population 

The idealism of these post-war efforts in Europe may appear naïve or impractical 
when we are confronted by the scale of our struggles today and the speed at which 
things are constantly shifting and changing. However, if we look at the work that was 
carried out in the years prior to the watershed political decisions, we find incredible 
stories of care and creativity that defy the odds. Five years prior to the founding 
of the European Coal and Steel Community, Rudolf Bing, Henry Harvey Wood, 
Lady Eva Rosebery and Sir John Falconer began work on a new cultural event in the 
city of Edinburgh. In comparison to elsewhere in Europe, the city had been largely 
untouched by the war, and the group hoped it might be a refuge for artists from 
around the world to help establish a new postwar identity.8

The Edinburgh International Festival was launched in 1947. Almost immediately, 
eight arts companies, who appeared uninvited, founded the Fringe Festival as an 
open access, unjuried arts festival. Both festivals have been in operation ever since 
and together are the world’s largest arts festival. One cannot underestimate the 
importance of the Edinburgh Festivals to postwar intercultural dialogue. Their 
impact was not immediate, but the commitment of established institutional figures 
alongside the sustained call for open access by artists created an ethos and practice 
of structure and critique that echoes through the social policies and best practices 
of many European governments. Real sustainable change is never an immediate 
gratification. Small steps  must be taken by groups of people who step outside of 
the rush of progress and dromoeconomics and seize their ability to pause and enact 
alternatives. They hold themselves accountable for the outcome of their actions while 
accepting that they themselves may not enjoy the completion or full realization of 
their work. This may be the unexpected wisdom found in Beckett’s The Unnamable 
and Waiting for Godot. The waiting (and how we sustain and care for ourselves 
through it) may be more than just the necessary condition for change. The waiting  
may be the most important part.

8 For a brief overview of the history of the Edinburgh Festivals, see the Edinburgh Festival City (2019).
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Thresholds

I have chosen to integrate three unexpected dialogues into a “performance narrative” 
that occurred in the months before and during the cruel pandemic pedagogy that we 
all have lived this year, to share key insights that emerged during the community-
based “transformance” (transformation through performance) collaboration with 
the Pataxó people in 2001, while building the indigenous monument 500 Years of 
Resistance by the Indigenous People of Brazil. 

My choice to use performance narrative reflects three inter-linked intuitions that 
over nearly 40 years have enabled the knowledge-producing and transformative 
potentials of performance to be recognized and shared. Performance narrative avoids 
using objectifying, academic analytical strategies that tend to see and marginalize 
performance as interpretation, the effects of a cluster of audience-impacts, or 
the presence of exceptional, expressive genius; it contributes to the search for an 
aesthetics which evokes and reveals the trialogic1 complexity of performance (be it 
organized, spontaneous or everyday), and offers the reader an active dialogic role in 
its theorization; and it seeks to engage the power of storytelling itself – principled 
strategies to stimulate readers’ curiosity, identification, empathetic reflection 
and embodied “experiential” insight – to demonstrate and advocate sustained 
community performance as the dialogic enactment of knowledge, values and social 

Chapter 13

Step Slowly…
Creating a Community Performance 
on the Threshold of Climate Collapse 

Dan Baron Cohen

1 The interaction between two simultaneous processes: the dynamic public onstage dialogue that emerges through the presence of two intimate 
dialogues that are set in motion when two people meet in a historical and actual place of possible narratives; and the interaction between a 
narrator/author, a questioner and a focalizing listener (audience), who together enable a circle of story-telling to take place, through agreed 
principles, as the conditions for the performance of making a new collective story. (Baron, Dan, p85, 2011)
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transformation, a key resource for learning “democracy between equals”.

I use this performance narrative to bring to life the emergence of these key pedagogic 
and aesthetic insights, to enable you to experience “transformance” in action, and 
to be able to sense, like the indigenous people in this narrative, how to focus each 
step that we all now need tread, with great care, to see, to interpret, to imagine, to 
rehearse and to “enact your personal choice” (alone and with others around you), “as 
a species choice”, on today’s intimately-social, diverse, shared (even across locked-
down, networked) stages - visceral, virtual or hybrid - on today’s stark, existential 
threshold: “ecocide or good living”.2

Dialogue Between Cultures, Generations and Rhythms

Let me introduce you to the participants of this dialogue. 

On April 4th, 2020, Ikhã, a young Pataxó mother, student and cultural activist 
messaged me almost3 twenty years to the night when 200 armed military police 
interrupted and erased the collective construction by Pataxó mothers and children of 
the foundations of a stage in the form of a blood-red map of Latin America, with no 
national borders, a horizontal monument4 to the “Other 500 Years5” of the Indigenous 
Peoples of Brazil. 

Located on the Atlantic Coroa Vermelha (Red Crown) beach, Bahia, north-east 
Brazil, where Pedro Cabral landed his Portuguese fleet of caravels on April 22, 1500, 
the monument’s surface of embedded maracá shakers and cabeça gourds, decorated 
with traditional markings painted from ground red urucum seeds and black jenipapo 
dried fruit was positioned as if spilling from the base of a 60 foot monolithic stainless 
aluminium cross, the Bahia State commissioned “vertical” monument created 
by national sculptor Mario Cravo, to celebrate the 500th anniversary of Cabral’s 
“discovery of Brazil”. This dialogic performance, conceived to touch and resonate 
throughout the cultural nervous system of Brazil’s imaginary, dramatized more 
than a question. It symbolized a proposal to create a healing, dialogic pedagogy 
of liberation to inspire the peaceful, decolonized co-existence of two conflicting 
narratives at the heart of Brazil’s layered national identity. 

2 Acosta, A (Ecuador, 2011): buen viver, in Spanish, sumak kawsay, in Kíchwa, the Equatorian traditional origin of the concept of to live well 
or in English, good living. Understood as valuing and caring for the harmonious, reciprocal relation between all species and Mother Earth, a 
biocentric ethics of extracting and replacing what is needed to preserve all life. The subtitle of Acosta’s book is revealing: an opportunity to 
imagine other worlds.
3 Ikhã and I do not recall the exact date of our first evening dialogue when she wrote to request an interview, as we had to replace our mobile 
phones a little afterwards. But we have agreed this date to highlight the deeper motive of the call.   
4 This second invasion of indigenous land cannot be separated from the memory of the first invasion (April 22, 1500). But the brief furore that 
this State performance unleashed was notably followed by a silence that also explains why it occurred. How are the Euro-Indigenous children 
and grandchildren of the raped and the rapist to define themselves? What are the subjective effects of this unspeakable, confused and idealized 
“multicultural” identity, born out of violence?
5 The name given in opposition to the official “Discovery” narrative celebration of 500 Years of history, which represses the genocidal exploitative 
project of European colonization and previous millennial existence of originary, traditional and indigenous civilizations. 
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The unexpected virtual dialogue focuses on the “second” indigenous process of 
creating and building the national community “monument-as-theatre”. It begun on 22 
April 2001, again as a collective community performance, but this time of invitation, 
in a natural forest clearing in the heart of Monte Pascoal (Easter Mountain)6, the first 
landmark sighted by Pedro Cabral who believed he had discovered India. 

Ikhã clearly knew who we were, I, a performance educator born in London of Welsh-
Canadian origin, and Manoela Souza, a theatre educator, born in Imbituba (southern 
Brazil) of Euro-African-Indigenous origin, invited to live in Cacique (chief) Joel’s 
home, to coordinate and, this time, to complete7, the artistic process. Her very 
first question unexpectedly revealed the transformative effects of the collectively 
performed creation, even on children like her who had only heard stories of the 
process. 

But her focus on the contemporary performance potential of her Pataxó people 
and all indigenous peoples in Brazil, today, fractured and conflicted by the toxic, 
compulsive, authoritarian “performance” of President Jair Bolsonaro and his 
militarized government, explains some of the urgent aims of this chapter. In the 
course of the dialogues, as memory met imagination, the stage of the original 
monument “threshold between resistance and liberation” cross-faded into the stage 
of today’s global “threshold between Ecocide and Bem Viver”, the pandemic cry by 
Tupã, Mother Earth, to “choose”, between an anthropocentric colonial “performance” 
of predatory industrial “development”, and an alternative, biocentric, post-capitalist 
indigenous performance of caring, inter-dependent cooperation with Mother Earth.  

At this time of writing, following two years of institutional and industrial violations 
authored by the Bolsonaro government, the indigenous peoples of Brazil are 
suffering territorial invasions by illegal miners and armed police repression, 
particularly in the Amazon. On June 23, the Constitution and Justice Commission 
in the Brazilian parliament voted on Bill 490 which pledges to annul all indigenous 

6 Invasion is clearly preceded by the act of looking, of selecting. But beyond its symbolic significance, there was another profound motive for the 
Pataxó choice of Easter Mountain as the site of the new monument: the need to reclaim the land, to survive. It would be a weapon of resistance 
and liberation. Once more, this time more slowly, living among the families for days at a time, we braided the eleven villages that live around 
the foot of the mountain through storytelling and collective imagining, using a slideshow of the construction and destruction of the indigenous 
monument of Coroa Vermelha to define the idea of a collective monument. To some, the word sounded like a food, and we laughed as we 
played with the new idea, redefining it as a way of nourishing the self-esteem of a massacred people and replenishing its confidence that unity 
and collective action are possible.
7 We tried to avoid hurrying collective decision-making time, to guarantee strengthening community motivation and the aesthetic excellence 
which we believe creates new, enduring symbols to shape the imaginary soil of our imagination. But we lived in diverse times. As autonomous 
artivists, we had chosen to be free from institutional time-frames and the deadlines which come with grants, to live the rhythms of indigenous 
life and the spiral time of indigenous decision-making, where everyone present, in order of seniority, reiterates all that has been said before 
them, before adding their own contribution.
The Pataxó leaders too had to learn to live a “double-time” culture. When unexpected rain disrupted our agreed plans, they urged us to respect 
“forest time”, even when it disrupted the challenging improvised organization to transport, integrate and feed some 2000 participants from 11 
dispersed villages. But they admired how Manoela reorganized the same task, or coordinated the specially-convened, first all-women’s circle 
of overlapping interactive stories about medicinal, aphrodisiacal, spiritual and edible plants. And word circulated how this “dialogic time” had 
suddenly been silenced by the arrival of the Cacique.
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8 The traditional ritual dance of the originary “indigenous” peoples, led by the maracá, which integrates, concentrates, strengthens, levels dif-
ference, releases imprisoned and violent energies of trauma, calms and preserves and passes on traditional knowledges and relations in the 
rhythmic pulsing contact with Mother Earth.

territories recognized after the ratification of the post-dictatorship 1988 Constitution, 
and open them to legal intensive mining. Ikhã and other indigenous community 
leaders throughout Brazil danced on the motorway nearest to their ancestral land. 
Indigenous leaders from the Amazon and other key ecosystems at risk, performed 
traditional torês8 of reciprocity and a call to be heard, outside the Houses of 
Parliament. They were met by spectacular brutal military repression. Bill 490 was 
passed by a two thirds majority. Their dance became an alert. Bill 490 will now 
proceed to the Bolsonaro-controlled House of Representatives and Senate where its 
almost certain ratification would seal the “legal” extinction of the Amazon. Forests 
that have absorbed and stored millions of years of carbon dioxide, transforming and 
exhaling it into flying rivers of rain to the world, once felled, not only distribute their 
own ash, but become emitters of vast quantities of carbon dioxide. 

The “performance narrative” which follows carries, therefore, great relevance as an 
example of inter-cultural, transcultural and multicultural collaborative performance. 
We invite every reader to step slowly, with care, onto today’s existential threshold, in 
solidarity with all indigenous guardians of the world, in particular the guardians of 
the Amazonian ecosystems and their knowledges of “good living”, and in solidarity 
with the future, so that an alternative world performance can still be chosen, on time. 

Step Slowly….

I click to accept the unknown caller. 

Ikhã: Sir, I am Ikhã Pataxó, from Easter Mountain. I’m married to the son of Cacique 
Braga, from Foot of the Mountain village, Bahia. 

I glance at Manoela, and up at the carved ornamental spear hanging on our wall 
that Braga carved from Ipê wood nearly 20 years ago to create his gift to celebrate 
our friendship and the launch of the monument. The unexpected mention of Braga’s 
name makes us smile. I hear his easy laughter as he improvises his narrative song of 
our emerging process, echoing through the forest. 

Ikhã: I’m concluding my undergraduate thesis, analyzing the sociocultural impacts 
of the collective process of the construction of the monument, 500 Years of Resistance 
by the Indigenous Peoples of Brazil. Would Sir answer some written questions about 
the key moments, how you worked, the meaning of the symbol? 

Community performance on the threshold of climate collapse
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Dan: Please call me Dan, Ikhã. I don’t know this ‘sir’.

Ikhã: Dan. Sorry, I’m not used to calling my seniors by their first name. 
Dan: Let me present Manoela. She mediated our collaboration.  

The two women greet each other with smiles.

Ikhã: Dan, would you grant me an interview?
 
The request from a Pataxó student reassures us. President Bolsonaro has promised to 
liberate all indigenous territories for commercial mining, so his “Indians” can fulfill 
their democratic right to become human in the cities of Brazil.  

Dan: How is the monument, Ikhã?

As I wait for her answer to appear, news of the murder of another young indigenous 
leader flashes and disappears on the screen in the palm of my hand. I look across the 
Tocantins River at the shimmering blur of red that is spreading along the horizon. 
No-one here in this Afro-Indigenous fishing village can even name their tradition, 
let alone perceive the burning forest as their ancestral home on fire. 

Ikhã: One of the five bows that protect the medicinal garden has been broken. 

Manoela’s and my eyes meet.

Dan: Political vandalism?

Ikhã: No. A tall Ipê tree fell across the monument. 

Dan: Can you send us a photo of the damage, Ikhã?

Images from 20 years ago flash across my mind. The torê danced throughout the night 
to the beat of the maracá, to summon the storm which filled four huge containers 
with enough water to make the cement bows. Precious stones, placed one by one in 
molten cement as it was poured into the curved metal structures, transformed the 
bows into sacred guardians of 500 years of memory. And Marlene, pregnant with her 
seventeenth child, wielding a huge hammer to break stones for the monument’s base, 
defying the custom that prohibited women from “being” in public9. 

9 Manoela and I had noted with concern how every girl of ten or eleven years of age, seemed to be pregnant, and how only Marlene, Joel’s wife 
and our host, had defied custom to join the construction of the monument, and broken stones with greater continuity and precision, than all 
the men. But we knew and respected that we had not been invited into the ancient Pataxó culture to question its gender relations and ensure 
the silence could be heard and shape the project’s narrative. The active presence of Mano and Marlene, however, inspired an environment of 
deep questioning
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The first photo begins to arrive. It comes into focus. The fallen bow, a broken arm 
of a warrior.

Community performance on the threshold of climate collapse

Figure 1. The torê dance to the rhythm of the maracá, which brings the rain

Figure 2. The damaged monument “500 years of Resistance by the Indigenous Peoples of Brazil” 
(Monte Pascoal, Bahia, 2020)
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10 From that moment, the sculpture was imbued with the feminine knowledges and rhythms of the forest, and we were talking about time and 
aesthetics as “gendered”. Marlene’s silent courage inside that process had nurtured an aesthetic boldness and cultural transformation. 

Dan: Remember how we stepped back, to admire our three months of work? 

Manoela: (smiles). You joked we should leave all that home-made wooden scaffolding 
that held the bows in place so anyone could participate, to reveal our process.

Dan: Well. It was beautiful! All that cement in the heart of a forest -

Manoela: Cement is just sand and stone, Braga said -

Dan: At least the map and names gave it history -  

Manoela: But I suggested the garden…

Dan: Yes. Plants passing from grandmother to granddaughter. And when you 
proposed the garden, inside the map, it was agreed. Immediately!10

Another photo arrives. Another angle. I show Manoela. The metal structure 
is exposed, but does not appear damaged. And the names of the 245 indigenous 
peoples, written in marble. The bow has missed them. 

Figure 3. 
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Ikhã is writing. Fragments.  

Ikhã: You don’t know me, Dan, Manoela. I was just a three year old, one of hundreds 
of children, teenagers and adults that you visited to consult in our village to imagine 
the monument. Some carried stones to the clearing in the forest, to build its circular 
base. They returned with so many stories that now appear in our own children’s 
games. Just a few days ago, Cacique Braga showed me a photo of my cousins in your 
book, painting each other on the Day of the Indian.

Figure 4. The Children prepare for Day of the Indian

I smile at Manoela. We instantly recall the photo, a girl painting her younger sister’s 
face, then both running to enter the torê, a human river of Pataxó culture, weaving its 
way through the moon-lit forest, scores of left feet synchronized in song: “Step, step, 
step, step slowly, I will step slowly on the leaf of Jurema.”   

Ikhã: We need to restore that bow, Dan. We need that monument to inspire our 
people to stand firm. We’re being seduced again by the white man to leave our 
ancestral lands to become citizens in Porto Seguro.

Dan: Do you know the story of those bows, Ikhã?

Community performance on the threshold of climate collapse
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Ikhã: I know you all stopped wearing flip-flops when you entered the space they 
protect, to respect our seven million murdered parents, present beneath it. 

Dan: But did anyone tell you, Ikhã, how we turned 40 million murdered indigenous 
people of Latin America into a transformative presence? 

Ikhã is replying. We wait.

Ikhã: I only know that those bows protect a circle of healing. That whoever enters it 
is cured. Becomes brave. A leader. And that in the years that followed, we recovered 
our Pataxó language, built Pataxó schools, chose women to become our chiefs.

I look at Ikhã’s status photo, creating her self-portrait on her cell-phone, in front of a 
mirror. Cabral’s ships brought bibles and mirrors. Always, that mirror of seduction.

Dan: We all had to be brave, Ikhã, to open the path as we created our method, with 
no map,  compass or river to guide us. When the five bows were erected, we all 
looked at the completed monument, to rest and admire the living sculpture we had 
created. Suddenly one of the elders spoke out: “Dan, you are leading this movement. 
Why do the bows have no strings? When people visit tomorrow and in the future, they 
will say, this is a monument of defeat. Of despair. The bows have no strings because the 
resistance has been defeated.” 

I glance at Manoela. She too is back in the forest. I pause to give Ikhã time to digest 
the narrative, to ask any question. I sense her in her village, listening, waiting. 

Dan: I looked at all the people who were working there in that clearing that day. 
Manoela and I could feel the elder was speaking for them all. We knew our place and 
our roles. To listen. To support. But I felt their expectation. That I would be truthful 
and speak from within my own ancestral heart. I asked Joel, our host, a wise Cacique, 
to mediate my words.

“We have created this symbol together, from your stories and dreams. There is no leader.” 

I paused. Cacique Joel translated. I continued. 
 
“But I have a question. Should we place rope in each bow, each symbolizing a century of 
resistance, so that everyone reads a bow? Or is it better to leave the bows as they are, so 
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that when visitors look, they whisper to each other and to themselves. Are these bows? 
Then why are there no strings? They could be a red crown, the crown of Portugal, now 
protecting an indigenous garden. Or a flower, celebrating the beauty and resilience of 
the forest. Should each person have the freedom to see and choose?” 

No-one seemed convinced, Ikhã. Did they even understand? So Cacique Joel 
said: “Consult your families, listen to each person, and let’s take our time to decide.” 
Everyone left in thought and I wondered if I’d made a good proposal. Days passed 
slowly, the forest echoing with whispered debate, generations of Pataxó sitting on 
their haunches, pointing at the bows, nodding, smoking, exchanging a few words. 
Joel listened without a murmur. Braga sang all he heard, faithfully, and the forest 
echoed. 

We returned a week later, Braga (walking with my video camera in affectionate 
parody of the international director at his side), Cacique Joel, Manoela and I. We 
studied the silent, expectant forest of eyes. Cacique Joel finally stood and took one 
light step forward. “Look at our arched bows.” We all turned to look. “Do you see their 
strings?” The bows were clearly bent in tension. “The strings are there, and they are 
not there”. He paused. “Do we not have a Pataxó proverb? We warriors never reveal 
the secrets of our resistance. Our bows are strung. Ready. But we do not need to reveal 
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Figure 5. The completed monument-as-theatre, the medicinal garden at its centre, 
bordered by the names of 245 living indigenous peoples. 
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that. Let people interpret as they wish. If they feel secure, inside a crown or inspired by 
a flower, they will join us. We know our bows are always prepared. Our bows are brave. 
They are strung. That’s enough”. We all smiled.

I pause. Ikhã is there. Invisible but present.

Dan: With that poetic insight, Ikhã, Cacique Joel united his people. And he’d revealed 
the relation between the fist of resistance and the open palm of liberation. 

Ikhã does not respond. 

Dan: Mano, have we lost our connection? Did I tire her? 

Manoela points at the second tick to show Ikhã has received my words. It turns blue. 
I turn on the audio-recorder.

Dan: Was I clear?

An audio immediately returns.

Ikhã: Now I understand the pedagogy of bravery. Why that monument transformed 
us all, even the maimed, the lame and the weak, into giants. Thank you.

I smile at Manoela. Who could have imagined that a three year old girl who entered 
the torê that encircled eleven Pataxó villages, preserving and reinventing an epic 
narrative, was being formed, becoming the pulse of a new generation?

Dan: We will return to help repair that bow, Ikhã, so the monument protects other 
new seeds in the garden.

Ikhã: I’ll speak to the Pataxó youth, Dan, Manoela. Now I must return to my 
children. Good night.

Dan: Good night, Ikhã. Thanks for calling.        

I smile at Manoela. We look at the last photo. The medicinal garden is diverse. Dense. 
Humid!   
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Dan: That garden. It came to symbolize everything. The creative process and 
performance of the entire monument. Healing wounds, curing trauma, decolonizing 
imagined futures. 

Mano: But no non-indigenous activist or elected politician chose to participate in 
the torê we danced to inaugurate the monument. 

Dan: But we’ve created a place where people can become indigenous. To nurture a 
good living future for all.  

Another audio from Ikhã arrives with an arpeggio. She’s singing. In Pataxó. Her voice 
is calm and confident. 

Ikhã: Ahnã petoī akuã, anhã petoī sarä dxahà txobiharê

Another arpeggio. I touch her portrait. Its the translation. I pass Mano my phone:

I have my bow, I have my arrow, I have my root to cure11

11 I recall in 2000, the aesthetic of Pataxó song in Portuguese was of lament, imploring, self-pity. 20 years later, songs danced in Pataxó are 
infused by an aesthetic of defiance, indignation and self-determination.

Community performance on the threshold of climate collapse

Figure 6. Mico, one of many dedicated teenage Pataxó activists who were formed by 
the collective process, carves the name of the monument in arble.
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Documentation: 
Forum on Community Arts (2014-2020)

Introduction1

When culture is seen as an industry and art has become a means of generating 
wealth, it is no surprise that the news on art is all about how artworks are sold with 
record-breaking prices, and even real estate advertisements have begun to associate 
luxury apartments with the exquisiteness of art for promotion. Art in our society 
has become more and more superficial and one-dimensional. Originally, it served 

1 The introduction of each forum was written in the year it was organized. 

FORUM ON COMMUNITY ARTS 2014: 
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a vital function to both the community and the individual - not only did it offer a 
medium for individual expression and finding the joy of creation, but it was also a 
tool for establishing community identities, connecting the people with each other, 
forming collective languages and conveying common beliefs and values. From the 
hunting and gathering societies in ancient times to contemporary nation-states, art 
has always been indispensable, being a necessity for the survival of communities 
and playing different essential roles. The policy direction to give strong support 
to the cultural industry as pursued by the Hong Kong Government in the twenty-
first century has, however, gradually undermined the multi-faceted social function 
of culture (including art). The cultural industry has industrialized culture, and art 
has become an ornament enjoyed by those who have “knowledge” and consuming 
power.

Fortunately, some still persevere in retaining and promoting the social function art 
can and should serve. This effort is most clearly reflected in the community arts 
that have been emerging in recent years in Hong Kong. Paying special regard to 
the disadvantaged, these community arts projects have been able to revitalize 
communities, expose social injustice, empower social groups and speak for the 
disadvantaged. In the form of art and social movement, they have even managed 
to open conversations for such issues as environmental protection and heritage 
conservation. It is truly inspiring to see how they have flourished across the city  in 
recent years.

In response to the current surge in community arts, we consider this the right 
time to organize forums and workshops, gathering together the local and overseas 
community arts participants and scholars to share experiences with each other and 
build up a strong network, as well as conduct in-depth studies of some complex 
issues relating to community arts. Meanwhile, we also look forward to acquainting 
more people, including those having no previous knowledge of community arts, 
with the fact that art can, in truth, be a daily necessity that is so captivating and with 
the profound social significance it bears.

Under the auspices of The Robert H. N. Ho Family Foundation, it is my great pleasure 
to see that the MA and BA Programme in Cultural Management and Centre for 
Cultural Studies of the Department of Cultural and Religious Studies of the Chinese 
University of Hong Kong can, at long last, fulfill the wish of organizing such forums 
and workshops. I hereby express my gratitude to the speakers and our hard-working 
staff. I can still recall that, when I first invited the participants to deliver talks, share 
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their experience or engage in organizing the event, nearly everyone agreed to offer 
help without a second thought, which clearly reflects the altruism and generosity 
inherent in community arts. Finally, I would like to thank the participants for joining 
this event, including the students coming all the way from Taiwan. I hope that this 
event can plant a seed for the future, truly allowing art to play its full role.

Day 1: November 22, 2014

SECTION I | OVERALL LANDSCAPE: COMMUNITY ARTS IN ASIA

Making Arts Meaningful: Recent Development of Community Arts in HK
Hing Kay Ho, Oscar

Community-based Art in Taiwan
Mali Wu

Bishan Project: Art Production and Social Engineering
Ning Ou

SECTION II | LOCAL GROUPS SHARING: WHAT WE DO AND RELATED 
ISSUES

Creative Arts in Health Care Setting
Susanna Lee

Cultural Preservation in Hong Kong: Learning from Blue House
Yun Chung Chen

Visualizing the Community, Visualizing Northeastern New Territories
Pak Chai Tse

Some Thinking and Practices of a Facilitator
Wai Yi Lee

Community Arts: Sensibility and Reflection
Jessica Yeung
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Day 2: November 23, 2014

SECTION III | COMMUNITY ARTS IN USA

Public Art: Engaging Communities, Claiming Space
Jack Becker

Building an Effective Arts Organization
Shiree Teng

SECTION IV | RUNNING COMMUNITY ARTS ORGANIZATIONS

Group Discussion: Forming and Running Community Arts Groups 
Speakers: Jack Becker, Michelle Chow, Hing Kay Ho, Oscar

Parallel Workshops

Programming for Community Arts Organization
Jack Becker

Outreach, Marketing and Networking
Shiree Teng

How to Set Up an NGO
Michelle Chow

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Public Art: Engaging Communities, Claiming Space
Jack Becker

After graduating from the Minneapolis College of Art and Design in Minnesota, 
USA, Becker was invited to participate in a federal job training programme called the 
Comprehensive Employment Training Act (CETA). After the programme, Becker 
started Forecast Public Art as a way to support artists working in communities on 
their own terms.  

Public art is about people, creative individuals and communities in an experimental 
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dialogue. It is an aesthetic and social inquiry into what makes everyday life more 
interesting, meaningful, and livable. During the past two decades, as more artists 
from all different disciplines begin exploring the public sphere and collaborating 
with other sectors, the field has expanded exponentially. Becker believes that artists 
are change agents, as well as creative, collaborative citizens. They animate spaces, 
strengthen communities and invigorate our daily lives. In essence, artists are cultural 
community developers, who can bring people together, stimulate dialogues and 
contribute to public health.

Public art is a broad spectrum of activities, a vibrant realm of possibility for 
communities large and small, urban and rural. It connects creative practices with 
the needs, concerns, and aspirations of communities, and builds a more caring, 
capable, and sustainable world not because art intrinsically contributes to that end, 
but because art has been successfully used to advance specific social, economical, 
and cultural definitions of community health. 

Making Arts Meaningful: Recent Development of Community Arts in HK
Hing Kay Ho, Oscar

Ho shared his experience of seeing original forms of art at the Mid-Autumn Festival 
three weeks prior in Beijing. The ritual, traditional collective action, singing, and 
dancing develop individual expression and, most importantly, community building. 
Ho saw a way of presenting culture and arts from this experience. Today, art is highly 
commercialized and commoditized. To say the least, it is a creative industry or 
cultural enterprise. It is the industrialization of creativity or the commercialization 
of culture, in which the social functions of arts were minimized. 

As Hong Kong becomes the exhibition and wholesale center of Asian art, with 
strong support from the Government in the development of cultural tourism and 
creative industry, art is reduced into a mere commodity, and its social function and 
meaning are being significantly diminished. Ho said art was originally a necessity 
for the survival of every society and race, but is now turned into something no more 
than an ornament that allows creators to express themselves and the collectors to get 
personal pleasure and brag about their wealth and taste. 

It is still possible, however, to  claim the arts back from the invisible and impossible 
areas. In response to social injustice, the surge of voices standing up for various 
rights and even opposition movements, on issues ranging from the conservation of 
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the environment and historic buildings to the critique of social injustice, has led 
to the emergence of a wave of community artwork, indicative of a new conception 
of the social function of art. Many communities and organizations have developed 
organically in reaction to the needs expressed by society. Ho noted this trend would 
pose a lasting influence on the cultural map of Hong Kong.

Ho reiterated that in the past decades, community arts have developed rapidly in 
Hong Kong. The Arts with the Disabled Association was established in 1986. In the 
1990s, more groups were dedicated to community arts. The continued rapid growth 
of community art in the past ten years has much to do with the conservation of Star 
Ferry Pier, heritage preservation, the issues of cultural identity, and politics. 

Since there are many community art projects in Hong Kong, Ho believed it is the 
right time to further explore the ethical and controversial issues of community arts. 
When addressing issues related to the underprivileged, one should handle them 
properly, and be sensitive and reflective. Otherwise, the project would rub salt into 
wounds. Ho emphasized that from now on, one should reconsider what art really is. 
Otherwise, the arts would only be seen in auctions in the future.

Bishan Project: Art Production and Social Engineering
Ning Ou

The Bishan Project was started in 2011. After filming the documentary “San Yuan 
Li” in an urban village in Guangzhou and participating in Venice Biennale, Ou 
Ning’s interest shifted to the rural village. Bishan village, with its many late Qing-
dynasty vernacular houses, might be considered a heritage village worth preserving 
in another province, but in Southern Anhui Province, Bishan is deemed lacking 
in preservation value in comparison to the province’s many villages with better-
preserved heritage sites. Within its 10-mile radius, there are two UNESCO World 
Heritage villages and half a dozen other historic villages managed by government-
owned tourism companies. The Bishan Project explores alternative development 
models for the countryside. Through cultural festivals and the media attention the 
festivals have drawn, alongside its own  publications, the project has brought social 
and cultural capital to Bishan.

Ou pointed out that art production in the Bishan Project is rooted in rural culture 
and has arisen from a reflection on local art institutions and practices. Although 
art in China today is an extremely lively and flourishing field of endeavor, it has 
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been increasingly stifled by the public authorities and commercialism. Institutional 
mechanisms such as biennales, galleries, auctions, and art expositions, which are 
outgrowths of European and North American museum systems, while vast in their 
global reach, have already been reduced to urban and national brands for the purpose 
of marketing, or even carnivalesque forums for commercial trading and financial 
investment. Ou also noted that art production has been relegated to the assembly 
line to obey the law of supply and demand, while the power of creativity and social 
critique is further diluted. Art production and circulation are concentrated in urban 
areas associated with high population densities and economic development, leading 
to the highly uneven distribution of production values, which by no means favors 
border regions or rural areas--ultimately intensifying the injustice caused by regional 
imbalance. 

Despite this, Ou Ning emphasized that historic conservation must not be reduced 
to just “preserving everything.” Villages need development. A balance between 
development and preservation is essential and requires effort and wisdom to 
maintain.

Building an Effective Arts Organization
Shiree Teng

Teng pointed out that an effective arts organization requires a clear vision, mission, 
purpose, body of practice, including the knowledge of the impact the organization 
creates in the community. The organization also needs to build an effective 
communications strategy so as to compete for funding, staff, volunteers, and visibility.

Teng highlighted that every organization needs the alignment of the following 
three wheels. First, it is heart and mind, which refers to the vision, beliefs, 
emotions, ideas, and community. The second wheel is behavior, which includes 
practices, conversations, and feedback. Teng sometimes sees heart and mind in art 
organizations, but finds that they lack systems. Therefore, the third wheel concerns 
systems and structure. An art organization should keep thinking about its systems 
and strategies. Teng emphasized that an art organization should devote similar 
energy behind each wheel.
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Community-based Art in Taiwan
Mali Wu

Wu began by introducing her exhibition, Art as Social Interaction in Hong Kong. 
In recent years, artists and non-profit organizations in Taiwan and Hong Kong re-
focused on the functions of art as a form of education and a way to enable viewers’ 
re-examination of their outlooks on life. Art is employed as the resistance to social 
injustice or as an experiential tool, in which people are transformed and thereby 
prepared to take lead in regional development. Wu addressed that the role and 
function of the arts in contemporary society has gradually been taken more seriously, 
and that art has become a symbol of a democratic society.

Next, Wu introduced the situation of community-based art in Taiwan. The 
phenomenon of Taiwanese art engaging or participating in society has a particularly 
strong relation to the lifting of martial law in 1987, alongside the social building 
projects, public art installations, and promotion of cultural citizenship rights since 
the 1990s. As a result of these policies, it has become common practice for artists 
to come and live in the community and local campus. Wu noted that community 
theatre with the purpose of advocacy, theatre-in-education, community video 
recording, drawing, and soundscape have all become artistic endeavors to empower 
people,  and have played a crucial role in understanding the local culture, learning of 
art, enrichment of life, fostering of publicness, and so forth. These art activities have 
also become examples of building a civil society through art.
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Introduction

The concept of community arts can be traced back to the 1960s, when the artists 
reflected on the meaning of art. Should art be trapped by museum walls? Could 
the arts communicate with the citizens outside the walls? Could art respond to or 
even change society? The pioneers of community arts drew us beyond art that was 
just meant for the elites; they believed that art should empower the underprivileged 
and bring in breeze for social change. Some of them practiced art as a means of 
cultural preservation, addressing issues such as the marginalized indigenous culture, 
the natural ecosystem torn apart by development, the community culture threatened 
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by modernization, etc. Today, the importance of inheritance and preservation of the 
culture of marginalized communities is gaining visibility in the eyes of the public, 
and there are more and more people around the world getting involved in promoting 
community arts as cultural preservation.

The lists of artists, community workers and scholars, both local and overseas, working 
within the fields of community arts, are invited with honor. Overseas guests include 
Mr. Dan Baron Cohen (Brazil), Prof. Su Yao-hua (Taiwan) and Miss Camylla Alves 
(Brazil). They will share with us local and overseas cases of how community arts 
preserve culture. There are also workshops sharing different methods of practicing 
community arts as a way of preservation. We hope that it will be an opportunity to 
put our heads together and facilitate the communication between the industry and 
the public.

Day 1: April 8, 2016

SECTION I

Performing a Sustainable Future
Dan Baron Cohen

Dance Performance: “Roots and Antennas” & “River-Source on Fire!”
Camylla Alves

Day 2: April 9, 2016

SECTION II

Community University of the Rivers: Cultivating Transformative Arts-based Pedagogies 
in Formal Education in the Amazon.
Dan Baron Cohen

Panel 1: History, Cultural Memories and Preservation
Literary Heritage & a World Garden City in Global Vision:
Where Should Chengdu Go?
Kwok Kwan Ng, Kenny
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Heritage Activism: Protecting Hong Kong’s Heritage and Urban Areas
John Batten

Current Situation of Preservation in Hong Kong
Kwok Wai Lau

Parallel Workshops

“Dance for Life Experience Afro-Indigenous Energies from the Amazon!” 
Camylla Alves

Heritage Preservation and Theatre
Chiu Yu Mok

Sharing on Organizing Preservation Activity in Hong Kong
Kwok Wai Lau

Day 3: April 10, 2016

SECTION III

Contemplating Socially Engaged Art: Perspective at the Founding of Treasure Hill Artist 
Village
Yao Hua Su

Panel 2: Preservation with Community Arts
Documentation Other than Records: Documentary Theatre and Bodily Memory    
Sim Fong Lai

Working with Wastelands: Emptyscape Art Festival and Ping Che
Sampson Wong

Community Culture: The Political Wrestling in To Kwa Wan as an Experimental Field 
Abraham Lai

Sharing Session: Possibilities and Challenges: Case Studies on Preservation
We Search for Keywords 
Amy Chan
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Revitalizing Shing Ping Village 
Chu Yiu Kwong

“Aquilaria Sinensis Ambassador” Training Programme 
Pui Han Ho

The Music of  Sham Shui Po & Tea, an Exploration of Rites of Passage 
Ka Ki Lui, David

Community Writing 
Tang Siu Wa

Roundtable Discussion

Possibilities and Challenges: Case Studies Preservation (Can’t)
Dan Baron Cohen, Yao Hua Su

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Community University of the Rivers: Cultivating Transformative Art-based 
Pedagogies in Formal Education in the Amazon 
Dan Baron Cohen

Cohen introduced his community arts service in an Afro-Indigenous community 
of Cabelo Seco in the Amazonian city of Marabá, Brazil, and addressed issues of 
violence and racial, economic, and gender inequality. He is dedicated to breaking the 
vicious circle of violence and inequality by providing the chance of arts engagement 
to the local youths. Cohen revealed the challenges of pedagogical survival and 
innovation, and reiterated that formal education is in deep crisis in the very specific 
geopolitical context of the present industrialization of the Brazilian Amazon. 

Through a series of videos produced with young arts educator-coordinators, Cohen 
demonstrated how the Community University of the Rivers nurtured the young 
with arts-rich inter-subjective pedagogical culture, with the mission to preserving 
the culture within the context of the residents’ particular living environment and 
community empowerment through arts. 
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Contemplating Socially Engaged Art: Perspective at the Founding of Treasure Hill 
Artist Village
Yao Hua Su

Su opened with an introduction of the history of Treasure Hill Artist Village, 
which is an elevated patch of old houses in Taipei’s Gongguan district. The artist 
village used to be a military dependent village, much like the Rainbow Village 
in Taichung. Apart from being the home for many KMT military veterans in the 
past, it also served as a strategic location for anti-aircraft monitoring. By the 1960s 
and 1970s, this area was regarded as nothing more than a sprawl of deteriorating 
illegal makeshift housing arrangements. Su also revealed the long and extensive 
negotiations between the Taipei City Government and the local residents, which 
eventually led to a compromise solution to renovate the area instead of tearing down 
the existing structures.

Through a series of videos, Su described how she and her colleagues, as well as 
artists, encountered and avoided conflicts with residents during the renovations. She 
presented the importance of the arts in building platforms for people of different 
generations, social classes and cultural backgrounds to think about contemporary 
society.

After renovations were completed in 2010, the houses that were previously deemed 
unsightly became a popular destination for locals and tourists alike. Su also discussed 
how cultural administrators should balance the relationship between innovation 
and preservation: The key is to be aware of the boundary of art creation and the 
evaluation of the art programme.
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Introduction

With the increase of the aging population in Hong Kong and many parts of the 
world, much attention has been paid to the social welfare and the physical well-being 
of senior citizens. In 2017, the CUHK’s annual forum on community arts focuses 
on the artistic endeavors of senior citizens, not as a social welfare, but as valuable 
cultural potential to be valued and explored. Emphasis is given to identifying their 
cultural strength and potential, such as a sense of history and the accumulation of 
experiences, in order to cultivate a distinctive arts form with vocabularies that has 
not been formally recognized as art.
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Since 2014, the MA Programme in Cultural Management and the Centre for 
Cultural Studies have been organizing forums on community arts, with the mission 
of exploring concepts, philosophies and the implementation skills of community 
arts. The forum is designed to facilitate knowledge exchange between academics and 
practitioners, strengthen the academic network between local and overseas scholars 
in community arts, encourage active participation, and to nurture new practitioners 
in community arts.

Day 1: April 8, 2016

SECTION I | ARTS OF THE CAPITAL AGE IN ASIA

Love and Barrier - Museum Programs for Elders in Taiwan
Wan Chen Liu

Ten Years of Theatrical Journey: Practices of Yukio Ninagawa & Saitama Gold Theater
Hiroshi Watanabe

Parallel Workshops

Lessons from London: Techniques for Making Art with Older People
Paul Margrave

The Senior Citizens Theatre in Japan: Saitama Gold Theater and Its 10 Years of Practices 
Hiroshi Watanabe and Sachiko Ukegawa

Encountering Life - Museum Object-based Dialogue with Elders
Wan Chen Liu

Day 2: March 26, 2017

SECTION II | SENIOR CITIZENS AND ARTS

Coming of Age? Older People’s Arts as Social Movement & Craft
Paul Margrave

Create with Elderly
Grace Cheng
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Given a Second Life: Empowering Retiree through Drama 
Kitty Kong

Magic of Arts? Collaboration and Transformation of Grey and Green Ping Pong
Cally Yu

Promoting Arts Development of Senior Citizens in Hong Kong: Passion Triumphs Age
Performance and Sharing by Men in Jazz

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Encountering Life - Museum Object-based Dialogue with Elders
Wan Chen Liu

In her presentation, Liu pointed out the urgency of addressing Taiwan’s rapidly aging 
population and suggested potential directions for coping with Taiwan’s aging society, 
which include developing museums’ creative service for senior citizens. 

Liu also discussed the characteristics and functions of museums and creative service 
for the elderly, reflecting on the values and purposes of museums in an aging society. 
Museums are well positioned to create opportunities for older adults to continue to 
make meaningful contributions through volunteering and part-time employment. 

Liu emphasized the importance of the museums’ attitudes in an aging society, such 
as passion, patience, and professionalism. In her closing remarks, Liu advocated the 
development of museums by enlivening the museological core of each institution 
through exploring the actions and attitudes that determine a productive and value 
driven approach to creative aging.

Coming of Age? Older People’s Art as Social Movement & Craft
Paul Margrave

Margrave has worked specifically with seniors since 2004. From 2008 to 2012, he 
served as the director of the Capital Age Festival, an annual event celebrating and 
showcasing the creativity and arts of older Londoners. Participatory art involving 
older people serves to address age discrimination by raising awareness and 
expectations within the wider community and helps to break down stereotypes and 
reduce stigmatising attitudes and behavior. When dealing with seniors, Margrave 
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pointed out that one has to let go of judgments and prejudices, understand the 
meaning of interaction, and be patient.  

Ten Years of Theatrical Journey: Practices of Yukio Ninagawa & Saitama Gold 
Theater
Hiroshi Watanabe

Watanabe pointed out that in contemporary culture, youth is celebrated and old age 
is dreaded. However, old age is proof that one experienced deep emotions and many 
days of ordinary life. Under Ninagawa’s direction, Saitama Gold Theater was launched 
in 2006 and has featured performers aged 55 or older, with the aim to offer seniors 
the opportunity to discover a new perspective of themselves through theat based 
on their own personal history. Watanabe says the troupe is an attempt to integrate 
aging into theatre, demonstrating creativity different from that of professional 
actors. Yet, as the first senior theatre troupe, there were no prior case studies to learn 
from. Watanabe listed challenges such as recruiting senior performers, as well as 
scheduling the classes and rehearsals for senior performers. 
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Introduction

In the last ten years Hong Kong has witnessed a rapid growth of community arts, 
when arts as well as social service groups are taking active initiatives in utilizing arts 
to meet various communal needs. Responding to the urgent needs, many groups 
jump right into action and learn the techniques and related knowledge as they 
move on. Recognizing the need for support in the elaboration of the practice and 
understanding of community arts, the MA Programme in Cultural Management and 
the Centre of Cultural Studies at CUHK have been annually organizing a forum in 
community arts since 2014. In the past, specific topics such as heritage preservation, 
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the silver hair generation, etc., were identified each year, with talks and workshops 
organized to nurture practical skills, creative planning and to generate discussions 
within the identified areas. 
 
This year we decided to take on a slightly different route, focusing on the conceptual 
and ethical part of community arts. As community arts frequently deal with the 
marginal and the underprivileged, sensibility and clearly set operational principles 
are essential. The forum identifies a few “keywords” commonly used in community 
arts to start a discussion of those frequently used, seemingly simple but in fact highly 
complex terms, such as community, arts, empowerment and cultural rights. After 
many years of fieldwork in the community, we have progressed to a point when we 
need to think about the philosophies and ethics relating to a highly complex form of 
art that takes art out of the market and brings it back to the people. 

Day 1: March 17, 2018

SECTION I

On Making Things with People, Or How I learn to Stop Objectifying and Love Art 
Ian Alden Russell

Keyword Panel: Community 
Lok Yi Fan, Helen and Wan Chi Fong, Vangi

Keyword Panel: Cultural Rights
Chiu Yu Mok and Wai Yi Lee

Day 2: March 18, 2018

SECTION II

Dreams Can Become Reality: Community, Art, Power and Cultural Rights 
Matt Jennings

Keyword Panel: Empowerment 
Him Lo and Hung-Yi Chen

Documentation



222

Small Group Discussion on Case Studies (Parallel Sessions)

Community Arts, Subsidized Housing, and Urban Development: Dilemmas and 
Lessons from Providence, Rhode Island 
Ian Alden Russell

“Acts of Care”: Applied Drama, Puppetry and “Sympathetic Presence” in Health Care 
and Nursing Education
Matt  Jennings

Ecology Engaged Community Empowerment Project 
Hung Yi Chen

Display of “the Miserable” 
Hing Kay Ho, Oscar 

Parallel Workshops

Sometimes All It Takes Is a Game 
Ian Alden Russell

“Acts of Care”: Applied Drama, Puppetry and “Sympathetic Presence” in Health Care 
and Nursing 
Matt Jennings

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Dreams Can Become Reality: Community, Art, Power and Cultural Rights
Matt Jennings

Jennings shared that community arts can increase awareness of social issues, 
improve community health and wellbeing, develop solidarity from within and 
between community groups, support economic development, improve security 
and quality of life, as well as help people celebrate shared identity and diversity.  He 
related the term “empowerment” to how individuals and groups can develop their 
capacity to learn, imagine and change themselves and their world for the better. 
However, the term can reinforce an unbalanced relationship, whereby someone has 
to give power to someone else. By contrast, community arts practice should enable 
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people to recognize and implement the power that they already have individually 
and collectively.
 
Jennings has worked in Northern Ireland since the 1998 Belfast Agreement, which 
was established after 30 years of armed conflict (known locally as “The Troubles”). His 
practice emerged from this context. He investigated the significance of community 
and identity in the context of a community performance project, Theatre of Witness. 
The performances weave the performers’ stories together through music, spoken 
word, and film into a dynamic theatre that humanizes the “other” and cultivates 
compassion and empathy.

With specific reference to Crows on the Wire, a theatre and education project 
addressing the experience of police officers during and after the conflict, Jennings 
introduced issues of power in relation to the role of state security forces in Northern 
Ireland. He pointed out this project depicts the anger and disaffection felt by some 
members of the Royal Ulster Constabulary (RUC) and the impact that this had on 
their sense of identity. It also addresses the perception that the RUC was sectarian 
and corrupt.

Jennings also talked about the cultural rights embodied in the above-mentioned 
community projects. Jennings pointed out that Big hART, an award-winning 
Australian company, has developed an approach to working with community 
groups, including indigenous Australian communities, that not only presents their 
experiences and concerns in powerful works of art, but also promises to deliver 
on policy objectives that establish legal protection for the civil rights of their co-
creators. To Jennings, art has the capacity to create aesthetic objects and events out 
of our experiences, and make us reflect on what we think and feel about our place 
in the world.

On Making Things with People, Or How I Learn to Stop Objectifying and Love Art
Ian Alden Russell

Russell’s presentation takes inspiration from cultural heritage, film, theatre, and the 
performing arts in order to reframe visual art and make visible the many hands and 
voices that sustain it within our communities.

He introduced Fatma Bucak’s project titled Damascus Rose, in which the artist 
attempted to save the Damask rose from the devastation of the Syrian Civil War. 
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The artist worked with a network of collaborators to transport young cuttings of the 
rose from fields close to Damascus in Syria to Turkey, via Lebanon, Saudi Arabia, 
and Italy. At the end of the war, the cuttings will return to Damascus to be replanted 
and cultivated anew. Russell said though artworks may appear to be static objects, 
the process of production is collaborative, and countless individuals contribute time, 
energy, and their agency to the production and presentation of art.

Next, Russell pointed out there are many competing definitions and understandings 
of what “art” is. Likewise, the conceptions of what constitutes a “community” can be 
as diverse as the groups of people who identify as one. He explained that the word 
“community”  means both a group of people and a geographic location. It frequently 
comes in plural form when describing people as one recognizes the multiplicity 
of the grouping of people. One of the common objectives of community arts is to 
liberate arts from the mainstream, elitist arts that alienates the public from actively 
engaging in the creative process. Despite the multiplicity of interpretations, dominant 
legislative policies relating to both art and community stem from an understanding 
of art as an object and community as a bounded group of people. 

In conclusion, Russell suggested it is hard to divide art, people, and community. 
Arts in the community could on the one hand go on to original communal creative 
expressions such as rituals, at the same time adapt to new, popular media such as 
digital creative expression.
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Introduction

Many people are wounded in our society: physically and psychologically wounded, 
wounded by discrimination and misunderstanding, wounded by loneliness, and 
wounded by a suppressive system…. The arts might not be able to heal all the 
wounds, but could soothe the pain, rebuild the confidence, break down loneliness 
and empower one to seek change to heal the wounds. Since 2014 the MA Programme 
in Cultural Management and the Centre of Culture Studies of CUHK have organized 
the annual forum in community arts, and the topic this year is about the power of 
arts for personal as well as social healing. Experts from Israel, Japan, Taiwan and 
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Hong Kong will share their knowledge and experience in this area through lecture, 
discussion and sharing. All interested individuals are welcome.

Day 1: March 22, 2019

SECTION  I

Arts and Healing for Personal Unity
Sau Churk Yeung, Nanxi Liu, Wing Yan Fung, Sim Yee Cheng

Arts and Healing for Communities: Transform Life Through Theatre
Chia Jung Chang

Film Screening

Disturbing the Peace (2016) Israel | Palestine | USA. Dir. Steve Apkon
Post-Screening Discussion
Chen Alon

Day 2: March 23, 2019

SECTION II

Art and Communities After the 2011 Earthquake in Japan
Yoshitaka Mōri

When Contemporary Theatre Meets Village
Chu Hei Chan

Dialogue, Reconciliation and Activism - Polarized Theatre of the Oppressed
Chen Alon

Film Screening

Between Fences (2016) Israel | France. Dir. Avi Mograbi
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Parallel Workshops

Aqua Round Assembly Theatre
Chia Jung Chang

Game, Play, Acting – Theatre Techniques for Polarized Groups
Chen Alon

Art Facilitation in Hospital Wards and Communities
Sim Yee Cheng, Grace

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Dialogue, Reconciliation and Activism – Polarized Theatre of the Oppressed
Chen Alon

Alon worked with the techniques of the Theatre of the Oppressed by Augusto Boal 
and co-developed the Polarized model of the Theatre of the Oppressed, which 
framed Alon’s projects in the last two decades. Through a theatrical process Alon 
enabled non-violent dialogues between polarized groups from a variety of Israeli 
and Palestinian sectors, such as prisoners, drug addicts, homeless people, asylum-
seekers, and refugees, and established political-activist alliances with the aim of 
enacting changes.

The Polarized Model posits that the use of theatre is fundamental for an understanding 
of the creation, development, and preservation of the social power relations between 
polarized groups and that the representation of both individuals and their “Rainbow 
of Identities” (a symbol of multiple identities), materializes and enables actual 
visibility of the power relations, and enhances the transformative potential of the 
two sides. Alon presented the works that he has done with Combatants for Peace 
(co-founded by Alon), an alliance of Palestinians and Israelis ex-combatants, and 
deploys the practice alongside direct actions and alternative memorial rituals. 
He also introduced Holot Legislative Theatre, a group he co-founded, composed 
of African Asylum seekers and Israeli allies. Through Theatre of the Oppressed 
interactive performances, the group aims to arouse public and legal debates leading 
to political transformation.
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Arts and Healing for Communities: Transform Life Through Theatre
Chia Jung Chang

Chang believes theatre can act as a way of healing for people and has developed 
an interest in exploring the complexity and diverse layers of one’s life and cultural 
origins. 

Chang created a theatrical model called Aqua Round Assembly Theatre（水面劇）
which combined theatre techniques, counselling and healing practices. Chang 
reiterated that drama therapy uses drama at the service of the client rather than 
expecting the client to serve the needs of the drama. Aqua Round Assembly Theatre 
allows the participants to experience the power of healing, both individually and 
collectively through bringing out their ability to recognize and hold on to the 
multiplicity of life experiences and humanity.

Art and Communication after the 2011 Earthquake in Japan
Yoshitaka Mōri

The 2011 Tohoku earthquake, tsunami, and the following Fukushima nuclear 
power plant accidents have changed the lives and communities in the Tohoku 
area. Mōri pointed out that the incidents have had a great impact on people’s 
understanding of the relationship between art and society. Many artists began to 
be involved with different social and cultural projects after the earthquake, from 
local recovery projects, workshops, media production, art exhibitions to anti-
nuclear plant movements. Eight years have passed since the earthquake, marking the 
moment when the categories of art and culture, society and politics were dissolving, 
overlapping, and reorganizing themselves. 
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Introduction

The last few months have been one of the darkest periods in the history of Hong 
Kong. On the one hand, the city suffers from a pandemic that has put everyone in 
isolation and fear; on the other hand, we are witnessing political turmoils. How 
should one deal with these layers of violence and fear? Can art help in such a difficult 
time, with its power and comfort, to connect, and rejuvenate? Bringing together 
artists, community cultural workers and art therapists, the forum hopes to reconfirm 
the power of arts in dealing with and fighting against difficulties through a series of 
talks, discussions and workshops by active practitioners from Hong Kong and from 
various parts of the world.
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Day 1: May 28, 2020

SECTION I | ARTS AND PANDEMIC

Transforming Violence into Good Living through Community Performance on the Edge
Dan Baron Cohen

Dance for Community Healing
Suhaili Micheline

Art for Hope – Turning Anxiety into Creativity
Tristan Chan

‘Care in a Crisis’: Health Action Training (HAT), Applied Drama and Digital Pedagogy 
to Support Person-Centred Nursing, in the Context of UK Health Policy during the 
COVID-19 Emergency
Matt Jennings, Patrick Deeny and Karl Tizzard-Kleister

Day 2: May 29, 2020

SECTION II | ARTS AND POLITICS

Concealment, Permeant and Camouflage
Kacey Wong

Natural Reflection
Chun Fai Chow

Art in Isolation
Yan Chi Lai

Body Memory
Cheun Yin Mui
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Day 3: May 30, 2020

SECTION III | WORKSHOP

Health Action Training: Applied Drama for Person-Centred Care and Health 
Communication*
Matt Eennings, Patrick Deeny and Karl Tizzard Kleister

Could Aqua Drama Therapy, Creation of “Hu”
Chia Jung Chang

Summaries of Keynote Speeches

Transforming Violence into Good Living through Community Performance on the 
Edge
Dan Baron Cohen

Cohen began by sending his greetings from the Amazon rainforest. Through the 
lens of his phone camera, Cohen provided background information about the 
community and the community university. 

Cohen then showed a video that traces the educational and cultural origins of 
seven collective processes, which were documented through photo narratives and 
interviews. The video presented several community performances including Bike 
Rides, Summer Kite Festival, and Library Leave of Life. Storytelling, dance-drama, and 
sculpture are used as pedagogical languages to teach locals from Brazil’s landless and 
indigenous communities to cultivate solidarity, personal and collective motivation. 
All these art activities cultivate a new world of participatory democracy. 

Through a step-by-step analysis, Cohen explained how the community performance 
serves as a foundation for personal and collective transformation. He also noted 
that the most important thing in community performance is to gain confidence in 
governing a community and to develop participatory democracy in order to build a 
sustainable future.
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Dance for Community Healing
Suhaili Micheline

After graduating from Victorian College of the Arts in Australia, Micheline returned 
to Malaysia and joined her mother in running and teaching classes at the dance 
school her mother established in 1989. Suhaili has always supported families with 
very gifted children but could not afford to take dance classes. 

During the Covid-19 outbreak, Micheline tried to facilitate online dance classes 
activities first via Facebook and Instagram and then moved to Zoom. She decided to 
give free classes when the government decided to implement the Movement Control 
Order in March 2020. The idea was to make dance accessible and less stressful for 
everybody. She reiterated that dance healed her when she encountered difficulties 
and her strong belief  that the art form could also heal others. 

Art for Hope – Turning Anxiety into Creativity
Tristan Chan

Chan asked the audience if they felt anxious during the pandemic. She then shared 
facts and data about coronavirus anxiety in the US, and explained how the pandemic 
has caused imbalance for many people.

The arts play a role in improving health and wellbeing by sharing various case studies 
of art therapy. Chan elaborated on the differences between art therapy and art as 
therapy. Art therapy seems to become harder during the pandemic because it requires 
space, materials, and face-to-face communication. Much of the global art therapy 
community was propelled almost overnight into navigating how to adopt technology 
as a primary and essential platform for delivering services. Utilizing computer-
assisted technology, online platforms and telehealth become a new phenomenon to 
art therapy. Meanwhile, she further explained art as therapy from the perspective of 
art appreciation, guided art activities, and engagement of art practice. Chan pointed 
out that art has become a universal practice to take care of mental health during the 
pandemic.

Chan concluded the presentation with an image titled, HOUSE, created by Hana 
Kohnova to further elaborate on how art turns anxiety into creativity and brings 
hope. Kohnova was one of the children killed in the concentration camp in the 
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Czech Republic. The painting presented a house of her memory. Chan explained 
that although most of the adults in the concentration camp then were in harsh 
circumstances, they were still trying hard to find materials for the children to do 
art. They believed art could bring them joy and hope to soothe their pain and soften 
their hearts.

‘Care in a Crisis’: Health Action Training (HAT), Applied Drama and Digital 
Pedagogy to Support Person-Centred Nursing, in the Context of UK Health Policy 
during the COVID-19 Emergency
Matt Jennings, Patrick Deeny and Karl Tizzard-Kleister

Jennings introduced the Health Action Training, or HAT, which is a newly formed 
company based in the Derry/Londonderry area of Northern Ireland. It brings 
together experts in the fields of nursing and applied drama together to provide 
unique, exciting, and effective interpersonal training for healthcare students and 
professionals. He then shared a video titled, Clap for Our Carers, which was a 
social movement created as a gesture of appreciation for the workers of the United 
Kingdom’s National Health Service (NHS) and other key workers during the global 
pandemic. 

Deeny further discussed the issues faced by nurses including the pay freeze in 2017 
and the Royal College of Nursing’s (RCN) strike in Northern Ireland, which is the first 
of its kind. Apart from financial problems, emotional problems are a huge difficulty 
for both hospital workers and patients. Deeny pointed out that stress, trauma, 
isolation, precarity, poverty (food banks for nurses), and emotional communication 
difficulties exacerbate the already tense situation of hospital workers. Despite the 
depressing facts, Jennings added that people are not powerless in the face of the 
power by corporations and states. Art can respond and artists can help. 

Kleister then explained the ethics of care and the aesthetics of care in theatre. He 
pointed out that care is not just about making someone better physically by removing 
the virus. Nurses can make someone better through their emotions and sensations. 

Jennings further explained the five categories of aesthetics, namely care, frame, 
instrument, medium, therapy and skill sets. He reiterated training can enhance 
“sympathetic presence” and “person-centred care” for a wide range of professions, 
including police and military. Moreover, arts engaging with society as pedagogy and 
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activism could build capacity for care and understanding of human communication. 
In his closing remarks, Jennings pointed out that care is the underlying aesthetic of 
the existence of the interdependence of all human beings. An organization system 
based on control rather than care (individual or political) cannot survive.

Documentation



235

Afterword: Empowering Arts, 
Animating Communities

Oscar Ho Hing-kay

30 years ago, I was diagnosed with Nasopharyngeal Carcinoma cancer. I was soon 
treated with radiotherapy at a public hospital. The radiotherapy machine was so 
heavy that it was normally placed in the basement where there was no window. In 
those days the environment at the public hospital was terrible. The basement was 
dark and the dim lighting yellowish. The atmosphere of a gathering of cancer patients 
and their families was inevitably depressing. A middle-aged man was telling his wife 
that he would lose his eyesight after the treatment. A young boy, who was still a bit 
chubby, sat in sad silence. His face was outstandingly red, probably a reaction of his 
young skin to the radiation. It was like a cursed place where people were doomed to 
die. Going to the place for treatment regularly was physically and psychologically 
torturing. During those dark days, I made myself a promise: If I could get out of this 
place alive, I would definitely make some changes to places like that.

Thank goodness my treatment was successful, and the therapy ended in early 1992. 
I had not forgotten my promise. During the Easter holiday in 1994, I was engaged 
in a one-time project with a group of friends and students to paint murals at the 
cancer ward in the basement of the Prince Edward Hospital. It was intensive and 
exhausting to paint over 10 murals of refreshing and soothing landscapes within 4 
days of holiday, but the result was most delightful and gratifying. The brightening of 
the basement with sunlight, blue sky and greeneries excited the staff, the patients, 
and visitors. Soon staff from other wards began requesting murals in their places. We 



236

realized we could not stop there and immediately worked out another mural project 
at a children’s ward, for it is always heartbreaking to the staff and the families to see 
children hospitalized, not to mention the feeling of the children separated from their 
families. The colourful murals not only brightened the ward but the cartoon figures 
we introduced also added a touch of delight to the children and their families and 
showed to them there were people who cared.

My professional career as artist and curator focuses mainly on modern and 
contemporary art, but I have always found the “art” I have been dealing with is too 
limiting and twisted, in comparison with the “art” that has long existed in human 
histories. My early encounter with anthropology reminded me that the human 
practice of the arts (maybe we should use the phrase “creative expressions” instead 
of “arts”, as the concept of “arts” as we know today did not exist in most cultures) 
has much broader definitions and social functions and are tightly knitted with 
community lives. These various forms of creative expressions are essential for the 
survival of any individual and community. 

The mural project gave me a concrete experience to vitrify my understanding of 
the meaning and functions of arts. Since the project at the Prince Edward Hospital,  
requestsfor similar projects at various hospitals have never stopped. I realized that 
there were certain forms of arts that were forgotten but were desperately needed. 
In 1994, with the help of many sympathetic partners, a non-profit community arts 
organization, Art in Hospital, was formed. It remains active today.

The concept of “art” or “fine arts” as we commonly use today was basically created 
in the West during the late 18th Century, since then the meaning and functions of 
creative expression have been gradually erased and twisted, until when “arts” have 
become something exclusively created by the specially trained and the talented and 
is mainly for the elites and the educated. 

Community arts open up a lost chapter. They bring arts back to the community, 
revitalize the communal engagement, rebuild the meanings and functions of 
creative expression it once had. In modern society, many suffer from alienation, 
discrimination, and helplessness. What community arts can do is to animate 
individuals as well as communities, especially the marginal and underprivileged ones. 
The words “animation” and “empowerment” are commonly used in community arts. 
I like the former better as it suggests our objective is to animate, to arouse the power 
already existed within individuals and communities that are for some reasons this 
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power is ignored or suppressed. “Empowerment”, however, suggests some external 
forces given to a third party to give them power. This passivity is negative and 
somewhat humiliating. What we need to do is to empower the arts, whose potential 
power has been dramatically trimmed and sidetracked. While I have no objection to 
the elitist arts, at least we should show how far the arts could go and create art that 
meets other needs. We need to empower arts by rediscovering their lost possibilities, 
and to animate individuals and communities to bring back their own power and the 
“can-do” spirit that already existed inside.

In the last ten years, we have witnessed a drastic increase of community arts in 
Hong Kong. As a cultural management programme, we felt obligated to provide 
the knowledge and practical skills to meet the needs of this growing practice. Since 
2014, the MACM programme at CUHK has been annually organizing a forum plus 
workshops around various topics in community arts. Opened to students as well as 
the public, the event is normally held on campus in March, when the largest art fair 
in Asia, the Art Basel Hong Kong, is held. Such scheduling is intentional. At a time 
when the city is dazzled by the glamour of the fine arts, we would like to remind 
people that other than fame, ego and money, arts could do much more.

In order to generate a better understanding of local and global theories and practices 
in community arts, we invited speakers and practitioners from all parts of the world. 
The event has not only attracted many local practitioners, but also visitors from 
Taiwan and the Mainland. The forum has been temporarily affected by COVID-19. 
Once the pandemic ends, the forum would come back. Meanwhile, we need to rely 
on the digital media. In addition to the Community Arts Yellow Page we set up several 
years ago and the on-line forum happened last year, this e-publication is our way to 
keep our work going.

I would like to express my gratitude to all the staff, the speakers and participants for 
their support over the years. A big thank particularly to Benny (co-editor), Fancy and 
Nocus, who have contributed a lot over the years to make the university a nurturing 
grounds of community arts in Hong Kong. Most of all to all the speakers, many of 
them have generously agreed to write for this book.

In the coming years, I trust that the programme, led by Benny and a team of devoted 
staff, can continue to contribute to turning art back to be an effective and meaningful 
instrument for the betterment of our community.
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