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Abstract 

 This qualitative study explores inner and outer experience in the context of dramatic arts, 

and specifically in actor education. The author defines experience as the richness of now. It is 

everything that we bring to each moment, and everything that each moment brings to us. The dy-

namic space between inner and outer experience is found to be the place where thinking and feel-

ing create our sense of be-ing. Movement between inner and outer helps determine the success of 

a dramatic experience. Literature from the disciplines of cognitive studies, dramatic arts, educa-

tion, philosophy, psychology, and neurophysiology is examined alongside interviews with dra-

matic arts teacher-practitioners. These findings are considered in light of the author’s own expe-

riences as a dramatic arts student, teacher, and participant. A conceptual model of cognition as an 

active and embodied phenomenon emerges. Building on models of “embodied cognition” 

(Lakoff and Johnson) and “enactive cognition” (Varela, Thompson, and Rosch), the author con-

ceives of human thinking and being as “enacting cognition”. Enacting cognition is the dynamic 

synthesis of objective knowledge and personal understanding. It is the experience of be-ing. 
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Reader’s Guide 

 This dissertation represents a drama teacher’s journey from theory to practice, practice to 

theory, and places in between. Highlights include a review of literature from the disciplines of 

cognitive studies, dramatic arts, education, philosophy, psychology, and neurophysiology, and 

interviews with three experienced dramatic arts teacher-practitioners. Interview participants are 

identified by the pseudonyms Greg, Lara, and Paul, and identifying details such as the names of 

the schools where they teach have been changed. With the exception of Chapter 6 

(Consolidations), literature is reviewed at its point of relevancy in each chapter. Rationale for the 

study, theoretical framework, methods, and chapter synopses appear in Chapter 1 

(Introductions). Findings are reported in six chapters: Introductions, Embodiment, Experience, 

Learning, Life, Consolidations. Along with literature and excerpts from interviews, analysis and 

discussion appear throughout each chapter. Unless explicitly stated via direct quote or reference, 

connections and points of intersections between various thinkers are my own inferences. 

Interviews are reported as “professional development sessions.” This convention is a fiction; the 

interviews took place individually. The words ascribed to each participant, though, are 

transcribed verbatim. Although some of the teaching experiences discussed took place in formal 

education environments (i.e. secondary and post-secondary schools), this study is not grounded 

in school curricula. It is grounded in teaching and professional acting practice. This dissertation 

as text cannot capture the enacted experience of my journey in the dramatic arts, but stylistic 

choices aim to convey some of this richness to readers. 
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Chapter 1: Introductions 

 I worked as a Stage Manager, Instructor, and Dramaturge in academic, community, and 

professional theatre settings throughout my undergraduate degree in drama and English, and my 

M.A. degree in drama (thesis Theatre as Intervention Into Trauma). The insights I gained from 

my M.A. research later served me well in my roles as Project Director and Drama Specialist for 

teen theatre programs funded by the Department of Canadian Heritage, the Crime Prevention 

Council of Canada, and several secondary schools in Ontario. In theatre and informal education 

settings, I was struck by the immersive and transformative power of the dramatic arts in students’ 

lives. Wanting to transfer this to a formal education setting, I completed a Canadian B.Ed and 

QTS (Qualified Teacher Status, U.K.) and spent several years teaching secondary school in 

Ontario and England. In these formal education settings I found myself troubled by a sense of 

disjoint between dramatic arts theory and practice. I embarked on my Ph.D. program wondering 

what it is we are doing when we participate in the dramatic arts. The focus of this study is how 

and why the dramatic arts allow us to embody knowledge and translate personal perspective on 

the world into an experience shared with others. My findings may be useful in the context of 

school curricula insofar as the activities and experiences explored relate to performances skills 

that are transferable to a range of everyday practices. The findings are not, however, bound to 

any specific geographic or disciplinary curricula. This dissertation as document represents my 

journey through the dramatic arts. 

Rationale for Study 

 The impetus for this research emerged from an ongoing sense of disjoint between theory 
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and practice, experienced as a dramatic arts educator while exploring issues associated with 

performance. Conversations with colleagues confirmed that this was a shared frustration. While 

systemic change is notoriously difficult, the aim of this dissertation is development of a 

conceptual framework that may be used to inform dramatic arts practice. This framework is most 

immediately applicable to actor training, but may apply to other areas of education 

 Drama is an inherently experiential discipline. There are undoubtedly theoretical 

components (e.g., theatre history, dramatic literature, acting and staging techniques), but these 

are generally taught as immediate precursors to the physical work students do when they enact 

plays and scenarios. Drama education, then, involves not just the experience of learning but also 

the direct experience and immediate application of abstract concepts in material form. The 

transitions between knowledge and skill are fluid and often occur numerous times in the space of 

a single lesson. 

Research Questions and Thesis 

 In order to study the relationship between the inner perceptions of the mind and outer 

empirical reality of the body as these pertain to the dramatic arts and actor training, this research 

focuses on four questions: 

1)  How might we understand the movement from inner to outer experience? 

2)  What can the embodied nature of dramatic performance tell us about human experience? 

3)  How might a multi-dimensional model of human experience and cognition contribute to 

teaching and learning in formal drama education? 

4)  How might an understanding of embodied experience contribute to our understanding of 
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human social interaction? 

Each question is addressed in its own chapter, respectively: Embodiment, Experience, Learning, 

and Life. Each word encapsulates the respective chapter in its most elemental linguistic form. 

The context for the research is the lived experience of contemporary Western (and particularly 

Canadian) acting practice. 

Conceptual Parameters 

 Initially, the division between inner and outer experience seems simple. Inner experience 

refers to my thoughts, beliefs, and feelings about the world. It is private, ephemeral, and 

ineffable. Outer experience refers to the physical world and my public encounters with the 

stimuli that trigger this inner response. Inner is the realm of my mind, known only to me. Outer 

is the realm of my body, knowable to various degrees by all whom I encounter.  

Philosophical support for this divide is readily available. Inner experience is addressed by 

solipsism, a school of thought that states that because my own thoughts, beliefs, and feelings are 

the only aspects of experience that I have direct access to, they are all that I can genuinely know 

to exist. For a solipsist, the impossibility of living the inner experience of another does not 

merely make the other’s experience irrelevant, it makes it nonexistent. Similarly, because it is 

impossible to experience the life world of an inanimate object, the objects I encounter have no 

verifiable existence independent of my mind (Thornton). The chair I sit in may seem real but 

could just as easily be my hallucination: sitting may be an act of imagination from the realm of 

(day)dreams.  

Any act of imagination provides an invaluable opportunity for exploration, or reflective 

experience, of the inner self. Drama is unique amongst the arts in that it explicitly integrates 
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communication through formal language (i.e., the written and spoken word) with semiotic 

language (i.e., communication through movement, gesture, tone, expression, intonation, etc.). 

Dance is considered by some (cf. Engel, 2008) to be even more intimately linked to the self, and 

such arguments are intriguing. In literate culture, though, words are not necessarily further from 

the self than movement is.  

Given that this study’s inquiry is into the common ground between the inner and outer, or 

the thinking and embodied self, a medium that explicitly combines the purposeful language of 

formal communication with the instinctual language of the body has proven to be the most 

fruitful area of research. Drama draws on the reflective experience inherent in the arts, yet also 

requires one to translate the insights of this process into the formal language structures of 

everyday human interaction. For audiences, it shows glimpses into the performer’s inner self by 

inviting interpretation (e.g., what does it mean that character X was glaring at character Y as they 

wished them a “pleasant journey”?), yet also tells what is taking place (e.g., Y is going on a trip, 

and X hopes that they will enjoy it). 

Canonical Conversations 

 Throughout this dissertation, I have reviewed literature at its point of relevancy. Drawing 

from cognitive studies, dramatic arts, education, philosophy, psychology, and neurophysiology 

literature, I have engaged with a subset of philosophers who speak to the issues in this study. In 

most cases review of literature appears alongside conversations with my colleagues (interviews) 

and discussion of my own dramatic arts experiences in relation to my four central research 

questions. Several thinkers, however (i.e. Plato, Aristotle, Epicurus and Lucretius, Descartes, and 

Dewey), influenced my research at an earlier stage. Because these individuals helped shape the 
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questions I was able to ask in chapters 2-5, I have included them in the present chapter 

(Introductions). 

Classical Period 

 Drama as I know it, teach it, and practice it today traces its origins to the Classical Period. 

Because we have access to physical edifices (i.e., theatres) and play texts (i.e., the scripts of 

Aristophanes, Euripides, and others), we can make reasonably substantiated claims about drama 

in this era. We also have access to contemporaneous theories and analysis of drama in the 

writings of thinkers including Plato and Aristotle.  

Plato 

 In the Western canon, Plato and his pupil Aristotle held the earliest debates over the inner 

and outer worlds explored in this study. In The Republic, Plato challenges the Sophist claim that 

truth is deeply subjective, and objective classification of human thoughts and actions as good 

(e.g., compassion) or bad (e.g., violence) cannot be held to exist. Carried to its logical conclusion 

the Sophist worldview holds that justice and morality are mere social convention, and that it is 

right to commit injustice if it is personally advantageous to do so in any given situation (Taylor). 

For Plato, truth is objective and absolute, and ought to be considered as a phenomenon 

superior to the material world rather than as a human invention. Our material world is inherently 

inferior to the realm of ideals, but the human who devotes his life to contemplation of higher 

truths (“philosopher” literally means “lover of wisdom”) is fit to interpret these and rule society 

as a “philosopher-king.” Plato’s cave allegory outlines the relationship between universal ideals 

(“good”) and human cognition and experience, and suggests the role that education may play in 

elevating commoners closer to the realm of higher ideals. 1   
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 He imagines a group of humans being born in the depths of a cave, never experiencing 

sunlight, and being bound in such a way that they can perceive only what is directly in front of 

them and not what is beside or behind. Behind the humans is a fire, and behind the fire is a 

partial wall with statues set upon it. A second group of humans remains invisible to the first, but 

is able to manipulate the statues so that they cast shadows that the first group can see. This world 

of shadows, then, is the only outer reality that the bound humans have ever experienced. When 

they speak of things such as “horses” or “humans” the shadows are their only point of common 

reference, and thus are the only semiotic symbols which shape the meaning of their discourse. 

 One of these humans eventually has his bonds loosened enough so that he can turn 

around and see the fire and the statues that cast the shadows. His expanded perception is initially 

catastrophic in that it destroys the only world he has ever known (i.e., the shadows as the highest 

form of reality). In time, however, he comes to understand that the shadows are mere copies of 

the real forms which he is now able to see. He had perceived them as real, but now realizes that 

this was a false illusion. 

 Later still, the same human is removed from the cave. His initial exposure to sunlight is 

so overwhelming that he has a cognitive relapse; again he sees only the shadows cast by objects. 

As he adapts to the new environment he begins to see reflections as well as shadows, and 

eventually he can see the physical forms that cast both. At this point he realizes that the highest 

material forms in the cave—the statues and the fire—were themselves no more than copies of the 

real forms. As such, they are now analogous to the shadows in the cave: illusions. 

 Having reconciled himself with this new world, the human is finally able to turn his gaze 

upwards and see the sun. His cognitive capacity continues to expand, and he understands that 
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this heavenly body is analogous to the fire. It is what allows him to see the material forms that 

fill his world. If he is a particularly capable human, he may continue to reflect upon the 

relationship between the reality which he can see but not touch (i.e., the sun) and the material 

world which he experiences as real (i.e., life on earth). Plato’s philosopher-king understands that 

the sun is the cause of the natural property of light, the cause of his own ability to perceive 

material forms, and ultimately of these forms’ very existence. It is the sine qua non of human 

being. 

 Following from this, Plato suggests that we may view each phase of human perception as 

a point on the continuum of cognition. At one end of the spectrum is the visible realm, or that 

which we can grasp through our senses. At the other end is the invisible, or that which we can 

only grasp through our minds. The former is the outer, empirically verifiable material world of 

our bodies; the latter is the inner, immaterial world of our minds and—as Plato sees it—souls. 

Aristotle 

 While acknowledging a debt to his former tutor, Aristotle broke with Plato’s teachings 

regarding the relationship between humanity and the “ideal form.” Aristotle saw no substantive 

split between the real (ontology) and the knowable (epistemology). He believed there to be an 

“identity between ideas in the mind and the essences of things in the world” (Lakoff and Johnson 

94), and suggested that this commonality allowed individuals to genuinely encounter, explore, 

and potentially understand all aspects of the physical world.  

Everything we experience is real by the tenets of Aristotelian realism,2 and this reality is 

evidenced by the fact that the external world and the individual’s mental image share common 

space. A tree, for example, may grow in an Athenian field. I can encounter this tree in a variety 



 
 

 8 

of physical ways—see it with my eyes, hear it with my ears, touch it with my hands, taste it with 

my tongue—yet the truest connection is made when input from these sensory channels unites in 

my mind to form an image of the whole. A human during Aristotle’s lifetime would likely have 

been able to index this image to a name—dentro (tree)—but other sentient beings can also, to 

varying degrees, store mental images of physical phenomena which they have previously 

encountered. This basic indexing is what makes recognition possible. Through it, one draws on 

the past (memory of previous experiences) to help make sense of the present (immediate 

environment) as well as predictions about the future (situations one imagines oneself and/or 

others being in). 

With regards to my own research, Aristotle’s reworking of Platonic mimesis is 

particularly relevant. Plato used mimesis (literally “imitation, representation, representation by 

art”, Harper) in a pejorative sense: if our world already consists of no more than nature’s or 

humans’ copies of the ideal forms which comprise reality, then arts that imitate these are mere 

copies of copies. Aristotle expanded mimesis: an artist imitates not just tangible forms, but ideals 

towards which these forms are moving but have not yet achieved. In Poetics, he notes that 

drama3 arises from two innately human instincts: that for imitation and that for harmony and 

rhythm (book IV). The instinct to imitate is “implanted in man from childhood, one difference 

between him and other animals being that he is the most imitative of living creatures, and 

through imitation learns his earliest lessons” (book IV, para. 1). Our instinct for harmony and 

rhythm is what leads us to imitate not just mechanically, but artistically as well. Artistic mimesis, 

then, is not merely a copy but a creation.  

Etymologically, the word drama is derived from the Greek dramatos: from dráō, “to do, 

act, perform” (especially some great deed, whether good or bad) and dere, “to work” 



 
 

 9 

(en.wiktionary.org).  Because “the objects of imitation are men in action” (book II, para. 1), Ar-

istotle considers the dramatic arts to be a valuable way for humans to learn through active inves-

tigation of the material world and reflection upon oneself in relation to others. As I see it, drama 

is the performance of the work of understanding men and women in action.  

Epicurus and Lucretius  

Aristotle’s paradigms face their first significant challenge in the works of Epicurus and 

his follower Lucretius. In a model antecedent to modern naturalism/scientific materialism, 

Epicurus explains the universe as 

an ongoing cosmic event – a never-ending binding and unbinding of atoms 

resulting in the gradual emergence of entire new worlds and the gradual 

disintegration of old ones. Our world, our bodies, our minds are but atoms in 

motion. They did not occur because of some purpose or final cause. Nor were they 

created by some god for our special use and benefit. They simply happened, more 

or less randomly and entirely naturally, through the effective operation of 

immutable and eternal physical laws. (Simpson)  

While this Epicurean universe—known to later civilizations primarily through the surviving De 

Rerum Natura manuscripts of his follower Lucretius—does not deny the existence of inner 

experience, it strips this experience of any of the qualities we commonly presume to be inherent 

in such.  

Born in Italy circa first century BCE, Lucretius lived during one of early history’s most 

horrifically violent and politically chaotic eras. That his writings hardly reflect this is remarkable 

and perhaps even praiseworthy. The tone Lucretius adopts when he deigns to write about his 
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society, though, gives pause: 

Pleasant it is also to behold great armies battling on a plain, 

When we ourselves have no part in their peril. 

But nothing is sweeter than to occupy a lofty sanctuary of the mind, 

Well fortified with the teachings of the wise, 

Where we may look down on others as they stumble along, 

Vainly searching for the true path of life. (De Rerum Natura 2. 1-10; qtd. in 

Simpson) 

True to Epicurus’s worldview, 4 Lucretius often seems detached from the perils he describes. The 

mind as lofty sanctuary to which the enlightened may retreat is an appealing image, yet one 

which not only implies but quite literally states that this mental haven is superior to the physical 

world of Lucretius’s fellow citizens. Those who do not have access to his retreat are to be looked 

down upon as they stumble along; not only is their plight unfortunate, it is also in vain. 

Lucretius’s model is prescient not only with regards to modern Western physical science and 

scientific philosophy as developed by thinkers like Henri Bergson and Alfred North Whitehead, 

it anticipates the mind-body dualism of René Descartes by roughly 1700 years.    

René Descartes 

Despite his monumental place in Western philosophy, Descartes’ contribution to my own 

research is minimal. I do not engage deeply with his philosophy in this dissertation, but his work 

originates the “mind-body problem” (SEP entry) embedded in my investigation of inner and 

outer experience.5 Variously known as Cartesian dualism or Descartes’s cogito, the essence of 

mind-body dualism may be found in the famous 1637 declaration “je pense donc je suis”:6 “I 
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think, therefore I am.” Descartes solves the solipsist’s classic problem—how can I be sure that 

even I exist beyond the realm of dream and imagination?—by taking for granted only that 

nothing is necessarily as it seems. Via skeptical inquiry, Descartes reaches the conclusion that his 

ability to question something’s existence (including his own) itself constitutes proof that the 

thing is real.  

Inquiry and reification provide a through-line from embodied realism back to 

Pragmatism. The term is commonly attributed to both William James and his contemporary C.S. 

Peirce, and philosophers including Habermas, Rorty, and Cornel West are sometimes considered 

“neo-pragmatists.” Its central claims, though, that “an ideology or proposition is true if it works 

satisfactorily, that the meaning of a proposition is to be found in the practical consequences of 

accepting it, and that unpractical ideas are to be rejected” (cf. McDermid, 2006) are most 

thoroughly and influentially developed in the work of the American intellectual John Dewey 

(1859-1952).7   

Dewey 

Dewey grants primacy to experience, active inquiry, and reflection. He recognizes the 

value of formal scientific inquiry (i.e., the method of the physical sciences), but emphasizes that 

it is only one factor in the development of human knowledge:  

Physical science makes claim to disclose not the inner nature of things but only 

those connections of things with one another that determine outcomes and hence 

can be used as means. The intrinsic nature of events is revealed in experience as 

the immediately felt qualities of things. [This fusion], in the proper sense of the 

word “knowledge,” characterizes intelligently directed experience, as distinct 
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from mere casual and uncritical experience. (Experience and Nature xii)  

Dewey criticizes philosophy’s neglect of the interplay between the empirically real world, the 

ephemeral world of “social intercourse and communication” (xiii), and individual experience and 

perception.  

Experience and Education opens with observation of the historical opposition between 

“the idea that education is development from within and that it is formation from without” (1). 

Human experience is comprised of both interior and exterior influences; therefore, education is 

most effective when it is able to harness and engage both rather than treating them as necessary 

oppositions. As I see it, drama may be considered the art of human experience, and performance 

a means of developing what is within each performer so that this may be expressed in the outer 

realm. Because dramatic arts education explicitly focuses on this development, it is an ideal 

forum for in-depth examination of the ways in which education can bridge rather than polarize 

inner and outer experience. 

Dewey’s recognition of individual perception as essential to communal knowledge and 

understanding is evident in his preference for democratic systems. In Democracy in Education, 

Dewey criticizes the tendency of contemporaneous education systems to treat knowing as a 

passive rather than active process. Calling this the “spectator” theory of knowledge, he writes: 

In schools, those under instruction are too customarily looked upon as acquiring 

knowledge as theoretical spectators, minds which appropriate knowledge by direct 

energy of intellect. The very word pupil has almost come to mean one who is 

engaged not in having fruitful experiences but in absorbing knowledge directly. 

Something which is called mind or consciousness is severed from the physical 
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organs of activity. (209)  

Here and elsewhere, Dewey emphasizes that humans cannot truly know a subject through use of 

reason alone.  

 While he does not discount reason entirely, Dewey places the unified mind-body at the 

centre of his worldview, calling it “the most wonderful of all the structures of the vast universe” 

(qtd. in Shusterman 180). Art, moreover, is the “ideal instrument” by which Dewey believes we 

might forge connections between mind and body: the “most complete incorporation of natural 

forces and operations in experience...Art represents the culminating event of nature as well as the 

climax of experience” (Dewey xv-xvi).8 

Equally useful in light of my present inquiry is Dewey’s enduring (pragmatic) valuation 

of theory as useful everyday practice rather than mere academic discourse. Shusterman credits 

the work of somatic educator and therapist F.M. Alexander with instilling in Dewey a deep-

seated respect for somatic reflection in practice as well as theory, writing, “Dewey was very 

explicit about his debt to Alexander for not only improving his [Dewey’s] health and self-use 

and thus promoting his longevity, but also for providing concrete ‘substance’ to fill in the 

‘schematic form’ of his theoretical ideas.” Dewey’s long personal association with Alexander 

encapsulates his pragmatic belief in practicing what he preached. In her essay “Dewey’s Moral 

Philosophy”, scholar Elizabeth Anderson says that Dewey proposes a “naturalistic metaethic” for 

human behaviour, and notes the following:  

This pragmatic approach requires that we locate the conditions of warrant for our 

value judgments in human conduct itself, not in any a priori fixed reference point 

outside of conduct, such as in God's commands, Platonic Forms, pure reason, or 
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“nature,” considered as giving humans a fixed telos. To do so requires that we 

understand different types of value judgments in functional terms, as forms of 

conduct that play distinctive roles in the life of reflective, social beings. 

(Introduction)  

Accepting the lack of a fixed “telos” (from the ancient Greek teleos “entire, perfect, complete;” 

“end, goal, result”, Harper) requires no small measure of confidence, both in oneself and in 

others. Epicurus is one of the few thinkers to present a philosophy that is self-contained; he does 

not accede his own authority in select secular matters to a higher spiritual realm (cf. endnote 4). 

Many of the thinkers discussed in this dissertation, such as Dewey, Polanyi, Merleau-Ponty, 

Lakoff and Johnson, and Greene, do the same. From my own perspective, a non-teleological 

worldview requires confidence because, if humans can potentially know all aspects of the 

external world, then they are potentially responsible for understanding all of the ways in which 

they and others choose to live within it. 

Methods 

I chose a qualitative multiple methods study  (extensive review of literature, interviews, 

reflection) to inform the construction of a conceptual model regarding inner and outer experience 

in the dramatic arts. I reviewed seminal literature that engages divergent disciplines: cognition, 

dramatic arts, education, philosophy, psychology, and neurophysiology. My intent was to 

construct a conceptual framework for understanding movement between inner and outer 

experience. In order to expand this model beyond the theoretical and into a paradigm reflective 

of practice, I considered the perspectives of individuals currently teaching and practicing the 

dramatic arts. I interviewed three experienced dramatic arts teacher-practitioners, and reflected 
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on my own experiences as the same. In order to understand the dramatic arts from a range of 

perspectives, I chose participants with diverse expertise. “Lara” teaches secondary school drama 

in an Ontario public school. “Greg” teaches directing at the undergraduate university level. “Paul” 

teaches professional workshops on skills such as movement and mask. All have a vested interest 

in performance-based activities. While some of the experiences considered took place in 

England, the findings reported in this dissertation are grounded in Canadian dramatic arts 

teaching and practice.   

Dramatis Personae (alphabetical)  

 In order to answer questions about behaviours that are fundamentally human, I purposely 

turned to some of the first thinkers to leave a record of drama, education, and human experience 

in the Western world (e.g. Plato, Aristotle). The modern thinkers I engaged with (e.g. Dewey, 

Stanislavski) left vast bodies of work, which transcend their contributions to my own study. All 

thinkers reported on in this dissertation speak to significant issues in this study. Some are major 

players, such as Lakoff and Johnson. Their work on embodied cognition is foundational to my 

research. Others are minor players: Descartes’ cogito served as one impetus for my study, but I 

do not engage with his ideas beyond this construct. All thinkers represent Western worldviews, 

and were chosen because they contributed to my understanding of inner and outer experience as 

it relates to contemporary Western acting practice. The three teacher-practitioners I interviewed 

are Ontario-based acting educators. They teach in different settings, and their contributions to 

this study are not tied to a specific curriculum or educational environment. Both they, and the 

philosophers I engage with, help me situate my theory of enacting cognition in a contemporary 

Western practice of actor training and everyday experience. This dissertation’s points of 
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intersection with each are detailed in the following list: 

Amy: In order to explore my belief that a model of cognition must account for each individual’s 

embodied experience of its enactment, I entered my own study as a participant. Reflections on 

my own experiences as a teacher and practitioner of the dramatic arts are included to highlight 

the private, inner aspects of public, outer experiences and interactions. 

Aristotle: His reworking of Platonic mimesis and high valuation of the dramatic arts (Poetics) are 

used to demonstrate movement towards a model of realism that places inner mind and outer body 

in the same, equally knowable, realm. 

Boal: His consideration of performance as the language before linguistics, and his work in 

popular theatre, demonstrates the transformative potential of drama in educational and everyday 

spaces. 

Bolte-Taylor: Her overview of neurophysiology provides a layperson’s guide to the functions of 

our left and right brain hemispheres. 

deCerteau: His emphasis on the practical experience of semiotic theory helps build the case that 

human social interaction must be considered in an embodied, experiential context. He illustrates 

some ways in which theory may influence practice, but practice may also inform theory. 

Czsikzentmihalayi: His work on the “flow” of creative engagement is used to illustrate some 

ways in which artists and non-artists alike may benefit from skills honed in dramatic arts 

education. 

Dewey: His pragmatic orientation (theory is useful insofar as it addresses the immediate 

conditions of practice) helps problematize the mind-body problem or inner-outer divide. The 
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difference between experience and an experience is examined in the contexts of education and 

the creative arts. 

Descartes: His landmark declaration that “I think, therefore I am” establishes mind-body dualism 

as an influential paradigm in modern Western philosophy. The incompatibility of this model with 

lived experience serves as one impetus for this study. 

Epicurus: His foregrounding of the outer, material aspects of the world to the near-exclusion of 

inner experience of the same serves as one of the outermost points on the continuum of inner and 

outer experience explored through this research. 

Goffman: His use of theatre as a metaphor for human social interaction, and models of “sincere” 

and “cynical” performance, suggest that everyday life is a performance. Work on “frame 

analysis” illuminates the dynamics of social interaction and transformation. 

Greene: Her work on the role of creativity and imagination in education establishes some reasons 

why arts education may enhance learning across the curriculum and beyond the classroom. 

Greg: He is a lauded university instructor who also works as an actor and director in professional 

and amateur settings. He and Amy discuss dramatic arts education as transformative and 

embodied experience. 

Lakoff and Johnson: Their model of “embodied cognition” helps synthesize earlier conceptions 

of mind-body or inner-outer experience into a model which accounts for the multi-dimensional 

nature of lived human experience. Their discussion of primary and complex metaphors informs 

the shape of this dissertation. 

Lara: She is a secondary school dramatic arts teacher and department head with extensive 
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experience in community theatre acting and directing. She and Amy discuss what we ask 

students to do in the dramatic arts, how we assess it, and why this is valuable. 

Merleau-Ponty: By contributing to the phenomenology of everyday experience, he deals directly 

with the mind-body problem inherent in Cartesian dualism. His emphasis on perception is the 

antecedent to many of the models of cognition considered in this research, and his work on the 

visible and invisible aspects of art are particularly relevant to the “enacting cognition” model 

developed herein. 

Paul: He is an award-winning professional actor who teaches acting at both the introductory level 

and in specialized conservatory training programs. Through an introductory mask and movement 

workshop, he offers Amy an enactive exploration of this study’s theoretical landscape.  

Plato: His conceptualization of “Ideal Forms” frames discussion of his views on the proper 

educative use of drama and the dangers of artistic mimesis. Platonic realism is considered as an 

extreme privileging of inner mind over outer body. 

Polanyi: His explanation of the “tacit dimension”, or that which we know but cannot express, is 

included to acknowledge the limitations of language and theory. He emphasizes that our 

explanations of empirical phenomena must be dynamic even when a phenomenon itself appears 

to be absolute. 

Ramachandran: His explanations of what lived experience may reveal about human 

neurophysiology are included for the unique perspective they offer on inner and outer aspects of 

consciousness. 

Sartre: His work on the phenomenology of imagination is included to show some ways in which 
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inner perception of outer phenomenon informs cognition.  

Stanislavski: His “system” for training actors continues to influence modern Western dramatic 

arts education. By explicitly including both embodiment and experience, and the public outer 

sphere of the stage and private inner sphere of the actor, he demonstrates how many of the 

philosophies examined in this study are relevant in dramatic arts education. 

Varela, Thompson, and Rosch: Their model of “enactive cognition” is a subset of embodied 

cognition that emphasizes the sensorimotor exchanges between an organism and its immediate 

physical environment. This scaffolds Amy’s “enacting cognition” model, which positions 

enaction as a verb rather than noun. 

Vygotsky: His “Zone of Proximal Development” offers a link between the psychology of 

learning and Classical notions of artistic mimesis. His emphasis on the embodied, inherently 

social nature of learning, and high valuation of creative play as a forum wherein an individuals’ 

inner experience of the outer world may become apparent to others, aligns with this study. 

Interviews 

 The second dimension of my study consists of interviews with experienced teachers and 

practitioners of the dramatic arts. My interview participants were selected through purposeful 

sampling. Patton suggests that this method allows researchers to use a small number of 

“information rich” or “critical cases” (230-37) in order to produce data which may be reasonably 

interpreted as representative of the phenomena under investigation. Heuristic inquiry 

(Moustakas, 1990) also emphasizes that study participants may be chosen based on the 

researcher’s belief that they will have significant insights into some aspect(s) of the phenomena. 

“Lara” teaches secondary school drama, “Greg” teaches directing at the university level, and 
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“Paul” teaches acting skills such as mask and movement through professional development 

workshops. My criteria for participant selection were the following:  

1)  Formal training, as well as professional experience, in dramatic performance and 

education; 

2)  Demonstrated success in drama education (i.e., teaching and/or performance awards; 

tenure; and other forms of external, peer, and/or student commendation); 

3)  Experience teaching drama at a relatively introductory level in a formal educational setting 

(i.e., secondary school or undergraduate university courses). 

The interviews are operational instances of performance and cognition in drama education. I 

recruited participants based upon my own knowledge of their work, as well as their reputation in 

the field of drama education. My criteria for participant selection were intended to balance the 

inherently subjective nature of purposeful sampling with some objective evidence of validity. It 

was important that I, as well as others, valued my participants’ contributions to dramatic arts 

performance and education. The three interview participants chosen have diverse backgrounds, 

but all three resided in Ontario for at least portions of my study, and all were available for in-

person interviews and follow-up meetings as required. While some of the experiences discussed 

took place in other Canadian provinces or in England, this dissertation is grounded in the 

dramatic arts as they are experienced in Ontario, Canada. The lived immediacy of dramatic 

performance is something I focus on in this dissertation, so it was essential to conduct research in 

the flesh.  

 A sample script for my interviews is appended (Appendix B). It was designed in 
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accordance with models of heuristic inquiry and grounded theory. I asked all interview 

participants all of the questions included in my script, but their responses also led me to ask 

additional questions. This inductive approach allowed me to explore some aspects of 

performance and cognition in drama education in greater depth when their relevance grew more 

apparent as my research progressed. The script for the interviews ensured that my research 

remained situated within the theoretical framework established through the literature review in 

the first phase of my study. By keeping this script flexible, I was able to make full use of 

participants’ perceptions regarding cognition in drama education rather than imposing constraints 

that would serve only to limit the potential data to be found in their experiences. I used thematic 

coding (Appendix C) to identify significant themes in the interviews, and these themes allowed 

me to create a conceptual framework for performance and cognition in drama education.  

Chapter Synopses 

Chapter 2 (Embodiment) 

 This chapter frames an understanding of the movement from inner to outer experience. 

Research in this chapter emerges from realization that it is necessary to engage with the 

Cartesian mind-body paradigm rather than reject it outright. Inclusion of the word “movement” 

foregrounds the dynamic, embodied undertaking. Literature surveyed includes Lakoff and 

Johnson’s models of “embodied” realism and cognition, Varela, Thompson, and Rosch’s 

“enactive” cognition, Stanislavski’s “system” for training actors, Rizzolati’s lab-based work on 

mirror neurons, Ramachandran’s conceptual engagement with mirror neuron theory, and Plato 

and Aristotle’s work on mimesis. Interview participants were asked “what do the terms inner and 

outer experience mean to you?” The experience of embodying a concept is reported.  
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Chapter 3 (Experience) 

 This chapter asks what the embodied nature of dramatic performance can tell us about 

human experience. I define experience as the richness of now. It is everything that I bring to each 

moment, and everything that each moment brings to me. This definition emerged from my 

review of literature across a range of disciplines: Bolte-Taylor’s neurophysiology of 

consciousness and experience, Ramachandran's neuro-aesthetics, curriculum theory, Dewey’s 

distinction between experience and an experience, Merleau-Ponty’s ontology of the flesh of the 

world, embodied and enactive cognition, Dewey’s principles of continuity and interaction, and 

his engagement with behavioural scientist F.M.Alexander, Merelau-Ponty’s emphasis on the role 

of the body in experience, Sartre’s phenomenology of imagination, and Stanislavsky’s “magic 

if”. In order to synthesize this body of outer reasearch, inner analysis of the idea of 

defamiliarization and deep immersion in dramatic performance is introduced. Recomposed by 

this retreat, the dissertation moves to a nearer outer source. Colleagues are asked to describe the 

process by which actors externalize their inner experience of the world into an outer experience 

that may be observed by and shared with an audience. Their responses provide an intersection 

with Stanislavski's lesson on “theatrical truth.” Reflection on teaching students about “magic ifs” 

helps synthesize the sources. Greg speaks about experience as an essential aspect of theatre. The 

chapter ends with reflection on the experience of auditioning for a play. 

Chapter 4 (Learning) 

 This chapter examines how a multi-dimensional model of human experience and 

cognition might contribute to teaching and learning in formal dramatic arts education. Polanyi’s 

“tacit dimension” of consciousness and Csikszentmihalyi’s work on the psychology of “flow” 
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and creative engagement are surveyed. Colleagues are asked about assessment strategies in 

dramatic arts education. The ensuing discussion leads to Greene’s writings on the resonance of 

literature vs. documentary, which in turn leads to a deeper reflection on language grounded in 

personal experience. Synthesized analysis of how metaphors are made literal in theatre follows. 

Colleagues discuss theatrical storytelling. Support is found in the literature of Lakoff and 

Johnson, and Boal. Meaning is consolidated in reflective analysis of the experience of 

auditioning for a play, and postulations are made about the embodied possibilities of limbic 

system learning. 

Chapter 5 (Life) 

 This chapter investigates what an understanding of embodied experience might contribute 

to our understanding of human social interaction. A review of deCerteau’s practical semiotics, 

and Goffman’s use of theatre as a metaphor for social interaction, sets the stage. Colleagues are 

asked about ways in which formal dramatic arts education may connect to students’ lives beyond 

the classroom, leading to an extended discussion of creative exploration. This evokes Eisner’s 

writings on creativity and curriculum. Lara talks about “blocks” to creative expression, leading 

to reflections upon the experience of acting in a play. Literature, interviews, and reflection are 

used to support the claim that the dramatic arts are uniquely positioned to teach empathy by 

telling historical stories through human experience rather than empirical fact. 
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Chapter 2: Embodiment 

Introduction 

 I do not view my chapters entitled Embodiment, Experience, Learning, and Life as 

discrete subjects. Each is always at play in the phenomenon of being human and which is most 

immediately relevant depends upon the demands of our immediate environment and the 

particular tasks in which we are engaged. Their division in this dissertation is functional, not 

substantive; their relation is circular, not linear. While no hierarchy is intended by my ordering 

of their discussion, I begin with Embodiment because it is the most elemental. We may—and I 

do—identify nuances in what it means to speak of humans as embodied beings, but we do not, 

by and large, question whether or not our bodies themselves exist.9 This, then, is a logical place 

to begin exploration of the broader research questions I seek to address. 

 Of the four research questions I began my study with, Embodiment speaks most directly 

to the first: How might we understand the movement from inner to outer experience? The 

Cartesian answer is that we do so by being conscious, sentient (“I think”...) beings (...“therefore I 

am”), and that our minds are therefore superior to the physical world, including our own bodies. 

This answer is a satisfactory starting point, but it renders the entire issue somewhat irrelevant 

beyond the confines of pure theory. As a dramatist and educator, my concern is with making the 

issue relevant to the immediate contexts of my classroom and stage. For this reason, I 

intentionally framed my research question as a tangible phenomenon by the inclusion of the 

word “movement”: theorizing about movement is a place to start, but is of limited use until we 

conceptualize it as a means of getting from one place to another. Understanding the bridge 

between inner and outer experience is an inherently embodied undertaking. 
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 In a context larger than but with clear relevance to education, contemporary cognitive 

linguistic philosophers George Lakoff and Mark Johnson build a convincing case in support of a 

worldview which transcends traditional boundaries of both the “objective” sciences and 

“subjective” humanities. Envisioning a middle ground, their “embodied realism” is an 

epistemological position that rejects both objectivist and relativist standpoints in favour of 

synergetic synthesis between the two: 

Embodied realism can work for science in part because it rejects a strict subject-

object dichotomy…What disembodied realism misses is that, as embodied, 

imaginative creatures, we never were separated or divorced from reality in the 

first place. What has always made science possible is our embodiment, not our 

transcendence of it, and our imagination, not our avoidance of it. (93, emphasis in 

original) 

My point of emphasis is the same as Lakoff and Johnson’s: we are never separated from reality. 

What, though, is “real”?  

Lakoff and Johnson illuminate their own stance by examining embodied realism in light 

of two earlier models: “direct” or “metaphysical” realism, which they trace to Aristotle, and 

“representational” or “symbol-set” realism, which they trace to Descartes. They state that the 

earliest of these, direct realism, is comprised of three basic principles: 

The Realist Aspect: The assumption that the material world exists and an account 

of how we can function successfully in it. 

The Directness Aspect: The lack of any mind-body gap. 
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The Absoluteness Aspect: The view of the world as a unique, absolutely objective 

structure of which we can have absolutely correct, objective knowledge. (96) 

Representational realism shares principles one and three, but breaks with direct realism on 

principle two. Embodied realism shares principles one and two, but not three.  

 Lakoff and Johnson’s model of “embodied cognition” identifies a lack of dynamism as 

one of the limitations of analytic philosophy’s correspondence theories of truth and reality: 

Set-theoretical models simply do not have the kind of structure needed to fit visual 

scenes or motor schemas, since all they have in them are abstract entities, sets of 

those entities, and sets of those sets. These models have no structure appropriate 

to embodied meaning—no motor schemas, no visual or imagistic mechanisms, 

and no metaphor. (101) 

Such Cartesian-influenced models, then, may provide helpful frameworks in theory but are of 

limited use in practice. Instead of constructing hypothetical models of the world, which may be 

tested against lived experience, they rely on their precepts as a priori truths. While philosophers 

may possess both the skills and inclination to engage with these models at the level of rhetoric, 

those seeking to apply them in practice reach an inevitable dead end. Questioning any model of 

truth and reality is the foundation of pedagogy; set-theoretical paradigms’ eventual response can 

only be because I said so.10  

Lakoff and Johnson’s embodied model provides partial redress to Cartesian dualism’s 

problematic mind-body division (where do our minds exist if not in our bodies?). Varela, 

Thompson, and Rosch address the issue more directly in their model of cognition as “enactive,” 

hinting that cognition is only as useful as we find it to be in the enaction of the phenomenon it 
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describes.11 The tacit assumption of “Cognitive Realism” models (cognitivism, emergence, 

society of mind) is that the world “can be divided into regions of discrete elements and tasks. 

Cognition consists in problem solving, which must, if it is to be successful, respect the elements, 

properties, and relations within these pre-given regions” (Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 147). As 

such, cognitive realism models work well when applied to strictly delineated tasks such as a 

game of chess. They are suitable for artificial intelligence. They are unable, though, to account 

for all of the possible outcomes inherent in the more complex ecosystem of lived human 

experience. We are not binary creatures, and there are often too many variables in even routine 

tasks (e.g., driving through a city) for a cognitive realist entity to adequately address. 

In a 2005 article, Cowart categorizes embodied cognition as follows: 

A growing research program in cognitive science that emphasizes the formative 

role the environment plays in the development of cognitive processes. The general 

theory contends that cognitive processes develop when a tightly coupled system 

emerges from real-time, goal-directed interactions between organisms and their 

environment; the nature of these interactions influences the formation and further 

specifies the nature of the developing cognitive capacities.  

Numerous subfields of embodied cognition exist (cf. endnote 11), yet all begin from the a priori 

claim that “[each] organism actively constructs a sensorimotor representation that is based on 

those environmental features that are directly relevant to the goal-directed action it is currently 

performing” (Cowart). Embodied cognition, then, directly challenges and/or resolves many of 

the long-held beliefs of psychology, physiology, and philosophy. Instead of treating the mind, 

body, and world as clearly delineated aspects of being and ascribing hierarchical values and 
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specific functions to each, embodied cognition takes the view that being is the real-time 

experience of all these aspects in dynamic inter-relationship. Cognition, or the faculty/processes 

by which an organism perceives its environment and makes reasoned judgments that allow it to 

function therein, cannot be achieved by either abstract (i.e., mind) or tangible (i.e., body, world) 

phenomena alone. 

 In both embodied and enactive models of cognition, our cognitive qualities are dependent 

upon our status as embodied beings functioning in relation to an environment. For my purposes 

in this study, the difference worth noting is that enactive models of cognition emphasize the role 

that activity plays in co-constituting a meaningful environment. Both embodied and enactive 

cognition remain models to which I am deeply indebted, but my research leads me to believe that 

they do not provide sufficient foundation for an explanation of the movement between inner and 

outer experience that is directly applicable to my classroom or my stage. Embodied or enactive 

models position cognition as a noun. I have adapted this to develop my own model, which 

positions it as a verb: enacting cognition. Enacting cognition is the synthesis of empirically 

objective knowledge and subjective personal understanding, embodied in the experience of be-

ing.  

By conceiving of cognition as something that takes place in the moment, my model may 

be extended to practice. Enacting cognition is the way in which dramatic arts education allows 

students and teachers to learn from experience, to experience—and be aware that we are 

experiencing—life. To further understand this model I spoke with my colleagues. How, I 

wondered, would experienced drama teachers and practitioners conceptualize inner and outer 

experience? 
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Staff Meeting 

Present: Amy (facilitator); Lara, Paul, Greg (dramatic arts teachers) 

Discussion Topics:  

1) Inner and Outer Experience  

2) Enacting Experience 

3) Semiotic Literacy 

4) Performing Onstage and Off 

Amy: Speaking as a drama teacher, what do the terms inner and outer experience mean to you? 

Lara: I would say that outer is related to what the audiences sees, is relating to the visual aspect 

theatre. I would say the outer would be lots of things, lots of visual things, but also 

expression on the face. It could be what a person is doing to make us believe something, 

so it’s the externalization of something that’s inner. So for me, inner is only accessible 

through outer. 

Paul: In terms of acting there are several different approaches, but they can each be categorized 

in terms of what’s happening. Either, is it coming from the inside, or is it something that’s 

affecting you from the outside experience. If you look at the work of Laurence Olivier, he 

was actually quite famous for being an actor who—although he did see benefit in inner 

work—he was very much an outer actor in that he would change his appearance quite 

drastically, physically change his appearance, a lot of use of makeup. That, to me, 

signifies an outer actor experience. 

Greg: Huh, can you clarify what you mean by “experience”? 
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This last response ground the conversation to a halt. Despite hours of preparation, I was unsure 

how to answer this straightforward question from Greg. Problematic. My researcher persona had 

become so predominant that I had forgotten the purpose of my study. The purpose was to gather 

information, and use this as a basis for my own contribution to an ongoing dialogue between 

canonical and emergent thinking on dramatic arts education and human experience. Knowing 

what I meant by “experience” was an important point to clarify. 

 It was not necessary to narrow my definition, but important to leave it open to 

interpretation by each teacher whom I interviewed. Instead of hyper-rational responses, my 

grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss) approach to interviews was scripted to evoke participants’ 

natural responses. As noted by Maxwell, this allows theory to be “inductively developed during a 

study…and in constant interaction with the data from that study” (45).  

Both Lara and Paul felt it made most sense to discuss inner and outer experience by 

beginning with the latter, so I will do the same here. From a philosophical standpoint, outer is the 

tangible public sphere that we simultaneously inhabit and may observe other people, creatures, 

and things existing in as well. While the meanings we make of it will differ depending upon our 

phenomenological and epistemological perspective, the outer world is one that we can agree is 

empirically present. Descartes’ cogito positions it as secondary to the inner world of the mind, 

yet Lara’s suggestion that “inner is only accessible through outer” seems equally valid. Thinking 

may prove that I am, but if I were not how could I think? 

 When I first heard Paul’s description of Olivier’s process as an actor, it struck me as 

markedly different from the type of work advocated by Stanislavski, and thus provided a direct 

intersection with literature reviewed in my study. While Stanislavski absolutely “adored his 
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makeup, wanted to parade Tuzenbach’s body around the stage at the end of Three Sisters, and 

developed such a fad for sound effects that Chekov threatened to begin his next play with the 

line, ‘Isn’t it incredible, such a hot summer and you can’t hear a cicada anywhere!’” (Donnellan 

xi, emphasis in original), his theatrical legacy is based largely on the value he placed upon the 

actor’s mind and body as the necessary cores of characters who transcended the superficiality of 

fiction and seemed to live onstage not just as personas but as people. “Creating a mask for 

yourself where you work from the outside in” (Paul re: Olivier’s practice) would seem to be the 

precise sort of thing Stanislavski cautioned against when he wrote, 

Do not think that by a careful choice of make-up and costume for our last lesson 

you created an image of Mephistopheles, that you transformed yourself into him 

or even hid inside him. No, that was your mistake. You remained the same good-

looking fellow that you are. You merely took on a new exterior and a fresh set of 

ready-made mannerisms. (Stanislavski 23-24) 

However, I questioned Paul in greater detail about his own practice as an actor and a teacher, and 

it became clear that he—like Stanislavski and Olivier—considers theatrical communication to be 

about form (what the audience sees) as well as content (the material they have to work with, 

particularly their own psycho-physical impulses that animate a script). The first of these is a 

public, or outer, experience; the second is private, an actor’s inner world.  

 In the Stanislavski System, equal weight is placed upon inner emotions and outer 

embodiment. Both are necessary if actors are to live and not merely perform the story of the play. 

Based on Lee Strasberg and Stella Adler’s importation of a Stanislavski-inspired Method Acting 

approach, many in North America associate Stanislavski primarily with a style of 
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characterization entrenched deeply in the actor’s emotions. As Benedetti notes in his foreword to 

An Actor’s Work, Strasberg was well aware that his Method was a departure from Stanislavski’s 

System, primarily in the emphasis placed on Emotion Memory: 

In the ‘system’ the primary emphasis is on action, interaction and the dramatic 

situation which results in feeling with Emotion Memory as a secondary, ancillary 

technique. In the Method, Emotion Memory is placed at the very centre; the actor 

consciously invokes personal feelings that correspond to the character, a technique 

which Stanislavski expressly rejected. (Benedetti xx, capitalization in original) 

Early in his career Stanislavski did explore the idea that emotions, or an actor’s inner world, 

could be a nexus for creating the depth of characterization that he desired. He later backed away 

from this, realizing that the toll it took on his actors was too great. By delving too deeply into 

their own psyches, actors were left in an emotional state better suited to the privacy of a 

psychotherapist’s couch than the public sphere of the stage.12 

 An Actor’s Work, Benedetti’s 2008 English translation and consolidation of 

Stanislavski’s An Actor Prepares and Building a Character (first Russian editions published in 

1938 and 1953 respectively),13 is particularly valuable when read in its entirety, as a way to 

contextualize the emphasis Stanislavski placed on particular techniques and purposes within the 

larger framework of his System. Following the arc of Stanislavski’s career, it is clear that he did 

not disregard inner psychological work, but came to realize that balancing it with outer physical 

work was the best way for his actors to create multi-dimensional characters. Benedetti’s table of 

contents makes this clear at a glance: “YEAR ONE: EXPERIENCING” (capitalization in 

original) is the heading for chapters 1 through 16; “YEAR TWO: EMBODIMENT” covers 17 
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through 29. Experience and Embodiment were never distinct entities in the Stanislavski System 

at the Moscow Art Theatre. As I see it both Learning and Life—chapters four and five of my 

own dissertation—are infused with and themselves infuse Embodiment and Experience at all 

times.  

 Nearing the end of year one in the Moscow Art Theatre’s two-year training program, 

director Tortsov (Stanislavski’s alter ego) is working with students who have amassed a great 

deal of knowledge (e.g., physiology, vocalization, dramatic history and literature). Because 

Stanislavski’s System includes strong practical components wherein actors perform for the 

public at the Moscow Art Theatre, they have also begun to inhabit this knowledge and make it 

their own. In a rehearsal for Shakespeare’s Othello, Tortsov asks Pasha, Vanya, and Kostya 

(fictional students created by Stanislavski as amalgamated stand-ins for the many individuals he 

taught over the years) to consider the arc of the story in a new way: “Everything that happens in 

the fifth act is the result of Iago’s diabolical plot…the more vividly we show the happy period in 

the Moor’s life, the more strongly you will be able to convey the darkness of the end” (Benedetti 

334). Vanya is disconcerted, convinced that he needs to focus on the particulars (e.g., lines, 

acting choices) of individual moments rather than allowing this larger idea to occupy his mind. 

Tortsov’s response is unequivocal:  

While [an actor commits himself to a major Task], nothing prevents nature from 

working freely, at her own discretion, in accordance with her needs and desires. 

Nature takes control of all the small Tasks and uses them to help the actor reach 

the ultimate Task into which all his attention, his conscious activity has been 

sunk…the major Task is one of the best means we can find for our 

psychotechnique to influence our minds, bodies and the subconscious. (Benedetti 
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335, emphasis in original) 

The “Task”,14 then, may be thought of as the character’s raison d’être. In term of the Cartesian 

paradigm, it is the “I think.” 

Discovering the psychological truth of whatever role one is playing is the ultimate goal 

under Stanislavski, a principle I understand as a necessary precondition of empathy. A 

cornerstone of Stanislavski’s approach to discovering this truth is the notion of the “magic if,” or 

given circumstances. In acting, this refers to the world of the play: the time period, social 

conditions, dramatis personae, etc. The actor is asked to imagine “what would I do if________?” 

Through this, they are to understand the psychological subtext of the script, or the importance 

not merely of what is said (i.e., words in the text) but why it is said, what this either illuminates 

or obscures, what is left unsaid, and so on (i.e., the context). 

 In light of my research question regarding inner and outer experience, the dramatic stage 

is an ideal place to begin analysis of these theoretical constructs. Dramatic performance grants 

the layperson and specialist alike a unique opportunity to create and inhabit an entire living 

world. The degree of control one has over this world will vary depending upon one’s relationship 

to it—playwright, director, actor, audience—but by its very nature drama grants us access to the 

sort of meta-perspective and omniscience we generally presume to be beyond human providence. 

Tortsov can state that the fifth act of Othello is entirely motivated by Iago’s plot because he has 

complete knowledge of the world of the play at his disposal: Shakespeare’s text. Instead of the 

abstract knowledge humans generally have about the way our world works, he has specific and 

verifiable knowledge about how things work in the world of Othello because the playwright left 

him a detailed guide with everything he needs to know to bring that world to life. The script is 
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analogous to an instruction manual for how to play the play.    

 To understand where text, actor, and action fit in a model of inner and outer experience, I 

turned again to my colleague Paul. Paul feels that any discussion of inner and outer experience 

needs to begin with the former. When he and I spoke more about the formal training he had 

received as an actor and now delivers as a teacher, Paul told me: 

The process itself starts from a place within you. And it’s not just a place where 

it’s about jumping in, there has to be a serious investigation first with regard to 

what those character traits actually are. That investigation begins from the text 

itself. When he [Stanislavski] let go of the idea of emotional memory, he still felt 

that it was important for the actors to create a through-line or a map—a physical 

map. A physical map of action. So when we apply verbs to an action within a text, 

that then becomes our inner work. But it has to start from the words first.  

In my own practice, I often think of words as a sort of anchor. Each individual will—and must—

make their own sense of them, but they are the tangible element that keeps us all rooted in a 

similar outer experience before we each embark on an inner experience of the world of the play.  

 Taking a private inner journey with others is a paradox that drama resolves more 

thoroughly than any other art form. It has been compared to psychoanalysis,15 in that it demands 

that the private and intimate sphere of the individual is externalized so that it may be shared with 

others in the public realm. Drama simultaneously makes the public private and the private public, 

and an understanding of this contributes to an understanding of human behaviour and cognition. 

When Greg countered my question regarding inner and outer experience by asking me 

what I meant by experience, I suggested that he define it for himself rather than allowing me to 
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corner him into my definition. This led to a rich discussion, wherein he told me that while a 

dramatic production  

happens in the outer world, it is meaningless, and it is lacking in experience, until 

such a point as it is processed within the audience member. Theatre only exists 

between two people: the spectator and the production. It only exists when they 

meet. The show has to go into the person and be processed so that the experience 

of the show is not the same as the show itself. 

Greg’s last point—that the experience of the show is not the same as the show itself—intrigues 

me. I start thinking about what it is that constitutes the show. Is it the written text? The idea the 

playwright conceived of when they composed it? The vision that those who decide to mount the 

production start from? The performance itself, as an experiential event? 

 Greg’s statement that theatre only exists between the spectator and the production would 

seem to rule out the first three of these possibilities. His perspective is widely supported by 

drama theorists, and echoes Jerzy Grotowski’s definition of theatre: 

By gradually eliminating whatever proved superfluous, we found that theatre can 

exist without make-up, without autonomic costume and scenography, without a 

separate performance area (stage), without lighting and sound effects, etc. It 

cannot exist without the actor-spectator relationship of perceptual, direct, “live” 

communion. (19, emphasis my own) 

Like Greg and Grotowski, I believe an intimate relationship between actor and observer is 

essential to the definition of theatre. The script—be it published, devised, or improvised drama—

is a vital part of this relationship, but on its own it does not constitute theatre. If it is written and 
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enacted it is dramatic literature; if it is improvised it is oral storytelling. 

 In order to understand theatre not just as a formal event that takes place on a stage but 

also in everyday human interaction, I expand Grotowski’s definition. If I am walking down a 

busy street and inadvertently bump into someone, this is just an action. If, given the same 

circumstances, I not only bump into someone but then offer either a profuse apology because I 

worry that they will think I am rude, or a sigh of exasperation because I am fed up with the busy-

ness and think that they should have gotten out of my way, it becomes a performance. If 

onlookers take note of this exchange and form some sort of judgment about the situation, it is 

drama.  

 The preceding model of drama and performance reveals some of the underlying cognitive 

processes involved in being human. If theatre makes these normally invisible processes both 

visible and comprehensible to laypeople as well as theoreticians, it is because the processes are 

enacted. Enacting makes theory engaging. If reading a story is like getting to read the author’s 

mind, enacting that story is like getting to step inside their body. The relationship between one’s 

own mind and the mind-body of another can be described in terms of mirror neurons and 

mimesis. 

Mirror Neurons and Mimesis 

One of our species’ characteristic traits is the ability to simultaneously act (assert tangible 

presence in the physical world) and observe ourselves in action (hold immaterial mental images 

of our material being). Further, we can replicate this process with others. When we observe other 

people’s actions, we have an innate ability to—and perhaps near-inability not to—make 

inferences regarding their immaterial mental states. In the dramatic arts, we are able to observe a 
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heightened form of this phenomenon. The transactional relationship between actor and audience 

is real-time mirror neuron action in the flesh.  

When we observe an actor onstage, our brains are going through the motions of their 

performance; it is as if we were doing it ourselves. If we empathize with the plight of tragic 

characters, or find ourselves laughing at the ploys of comedic ones, it is at least in part because 

we are having a virtual experience of their situation as our own. At the same time, the repertory 

of behaviours enacted by the performer is developed from watching and empathizing with other 

people, both onstage and in everyday life. The performer exercises mirror neurons in order to 

“experience” and internalize these behaviours, a valuable precursor to enacting them onstage. 

In the 1990s, a team of University of Parma neuroscientists led by Iaccomo Rizzolati 

discovered mirror neurons: neurons in the motor cortex of humans and some higher primates that 

fire both when an animal performs behaviours and when the animal observes the same actions 

performed by another. These motor-command-neurons “mirror” the behaviour of the observed 

individual, as though the observer were engaging in the behaviour themselves (Rizzolatti, Fadiga 

and Fogassi). Rizzolati’s team discovered that when a monkey grabs a peanut, the same set of 

neurons fire as when it watches another monkey complete this same action. The same 

phenomenon has been observed in humans, indicating that the brains of some higher primates 

have an innate capacity to make neural connections between two very different things: an image 

of someone else grabbing a peanut, and the act of grabbing a peanut for oneself.  

Following from Rizzolati’s discovery, V. S. Ramachandran has used empirical 

physiological evidence of mirror neurons and their function as the basis for theoretical 

investigation of the implications of mirror neuron activity for everyday human life. In A Brief 
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Tour of Human Consciousness (hereafter Tour), he speculates that mirror neurons are the 

underlying mechanism behind the evolutionary leap that created a new branch on the primate 

tree: humans. Like Aristotle (Poetics book IV), Ramachandran emphasizes that imitation 

learning is the force behind what makes humans human: culture. The “sophisticated social 

interactions” of human culture are, Ramachandran suggests, made possible by the highly 

developed mirror neuron systems biologically hardwired into the healthy human brain (39). 

The implications of mirror neuron theory provide support for (and are supported by) one 

of Aristotle’s foundational theories of education: when we learn, we learn by imitation: “the 

instinct of imitation is implanted in man from childhood, one difference between him and other 

animals being that he is the most imitative of living creatures, and through imitation learns his 

earliest lessons” (Poetics). Ramachandran refers to mirror neurons as the “monkey-see-monkey-

do” neurons and discusses their implications for humans as a bio-evolutionary social species. 

Elsewhere he calls them “empathy” or “Dali Lama neurons,” and argues that they “dissolve the 

barrier between self and others” (3).  

 The Western paradigm for the human mind is often, to borrow Descartes’s metaphor, a 

kind of camera obscura.16 Current brain research, however, suggests our minds are much more 

engaged than this. They are going through the motions “as if” we were doing what we see others 

doing; likewise, we subconsciously put ourselves in the position of others all the time, 

“becoming” other people as we observe them. Drama merely makes this process of becoming 

another more literal and complete, as the actor visibly embodies the character they portray. Our 

minds and identities are not self-contained. Instead they are permeable, constantly absorbing, 

experiencing, and experimenting with imitation of the actions or ways of being of the people we 

encounter as we live our lives. 
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We tend to mentally model the behaviours of people familiar to us. This second level of 

abstract imaging is possible because we have additional information about who they are, and 

how they have behaved in the past. When I am making plans to have lunch with my sister, I 

know that she will probably suggest we go for Thai food, may want to discuss politics, and will 

likely want to split the bill. I carry a kind of simulation of my sister in my head, along with those 

of a host of other people whom I have encountered. With someone as familiar as my sister, I can 

even have a virtual conversation: I have known her for a lifetime and have a pretty good sense of 

how she reacts to situations and responds to stimuli. T.S. Eliot is rumored to have written most of 

his plays via virtual conversations: by locking the door of his study and talking to himself, 

literally acting out the roles of his characters to discover what they would say.17 This worked 

because, as their creator, Eliot had deeply familiar knowledge of what they were like. He would 

then transcribe the entire conversation into a dramatic script.  

Similar stories are told about other playwrights, and it seems likely that the kinds of 

mental modeling we all do with other people on a daily basis is the impetus for the more 

thorough version dramatists do as part of their craft. Again, the mind does not just absorb 

information; it uses information to model behaviours and enables us to adopt the personas, 

speech patterns, and habits of mind of other people if we choose to. This kind of role-playing 

offers us rich insight into the subjectivity, motives, and thought processes of others. It can 

provide us with empathy for others by allowing us to experience their minds with our own 

bodies, creating a character whose spirit belongs to both. 

For the actor onstage, all of the props, costumes, and set pieces they are surrounded with 

are extensions of themselves. They are extensions of the character onstage, and the actor uses 

them to augment their character as part of an extended “activity system” (cf. Vygotsky, 1990; 
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Hutchins, 1995). When audience members watch and interpret this character, all of these items 

become semiotic elements that express something about the character and tell us who he or she 

really is. In everyday life, all of the objects we rely on, or surround ourselves with, can be 

considered extensions of our cognitive mind, or extensions of our sense of self. They tell a story 

about the selves who we believe—or want to believe, or subconsciously fear—we really are.  

I sense a resonance here between mirror neurons and classical Greek notions of mimesis. 

In Ion, Plato characterizes mimetic art as mere re-presentation of the material world, a realm that 

is itself no more than an imitation of the pure ideal form in the realm of Ideas (cf. Republic). 

When Ion asks why it is that “I do speak better and have more to say about Homer than any other 

man…but I do not speak equally well of others”, Socrates (a stand-in for Plato) replies:  

Many are the noble words in which poets speak concerning the actions of men; 

but like yourself when speaking about Homer, they do not speak of them by any 

rules of art: they are simply inspired to utter that to which the Muse impels them, 

and that only…for not by art does the poet sing, but by power divine. Had he 

learned by rules of art, he would have known how to speak not of one theme only, 

but of all. (Plato) 

Plato does not consider the poet’s role as the mouthpiece of a divine power problematic in and of 

itself. The difficulty, he believes, lies in the fact that neither poets nor their audiences recognize 

this limitation. The inability to perceive their own lack of knowledge is unavoidable, for “God 

takes away the minds of poets” (Republic). If artists merely interpret the Ideal forms of the gods, 

their audiences are further removed still: “the interpreters of interpreters”. Plato does not 

necessarily believe artists to be immoral or ignorant, but stresses that,  
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Mimetic artists qua mimetic artists—artists insofar as they are playing this role—

are mere imitators. They may, in addition to playing the mimetic role, also play 

another role; they may incidentally be purveyors of knowledge and instructors of 

humankind. But if they play this other role, they will have to provide genuine 

evidence for what they claim to know; they cannot secure our assent by mere 

poetic charm. (Aune 6, emphasis in original) 

In The Republic, Plato turns to the role the arts may play in the education of children in his ideal 

city (polis). He considers artistic mimesis a potentially immoral influence and argues that it must 

be subject to censorship. 

By contrast, Aristotle praises the artist’s work (cf. Poetics). For him, an artist imitates not 

just nature’s tangible form but also an ideal towards which that form is moving but has not yet 

achieved: “it is not the function of the poet to relate what has happened, but what may happen,—

what is possible according to the law of probability or necessity” (IX). While this ideal future is 

manifest in any form of art, it is particularly significant in the dramatic arts. Scholar Gerald Else 

calls “the transition from Plato to Aristotle a transition from copying to creating, though this does 

not imply creation from nothing” (322). The visual artist re-imagines the world in images; the 

writer in words; the musician in sounds; the sculptor in clay. The dramatic artist’s medium is the 

human body.  

Any act of imagination provides an opportunity for physical exploration, or reflective 

experience, of the inner self. In Mimesis and Alterity, Michael Taussig refers to mimesis as  

The nature that culture uses to create second nature, the faculty to copy, imitate, 

make models, explore difference, yield into and become Other. The wonder of 
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mimesis lies in the copy drawing on the character and power of the original, to the 

point whereby the representation may even assume that character and that power. 

(xiii) 

Here, as in other modern usages of the term, an important distinction is made between mimesis 

and imitation. While imitation, or mere mimicry, may be observed in the behaviour of higher 

primates, mimesis requires a second, Aristotelian, characteristic in which humans use their 

intelligence not just to copy but to create.   

 In his essay “Plato’s Objections to Mimetic Art,” scholar Bruce Aune says we must ask 

“how mimetic art as mimetic can increase our knowledge and do something that is not done 

better by prosaic science and analytic philosophy” (6, emphasis in original). I believe that the 

dramatic arts can answer this challenge. On the stage, both the tangible realm of the body and the 

immaterial realm of the mind are always present. Drama does indeed serve a representational 

function for participants, but instead of being a dim imitation of deistic Ideals it is a light shed by 

humans upon and into this realm of pure consciousness. In drama, both sides of the metaphor are 

always present. Dramatic performance presents us with both the symbol (i.e., the fictional world 

of set, props, story, characters) and the real (i.e., the real world of the theatre space, objects, 

scripts, actors). We are issued a collective invitation into the realm of the imaginary, yet we do 

so via the only bodies and minds we can be certain are real: our own. Instead of creating 

unfathomable gaps between the rational mind and emotional body, the mimetic function of 

drama is to allow humans to engage both simultaneously. 

 As I see it, the Cartesian binary is not discarded but expanded. I still “think, therefore I 

am”, but equally “am, therefore I think”. Depending upon the demands of my immediate task 
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and immediate physical environment, either mind or body may take precedence. Even if they do 

not operate in perfectly balanced unity, they are ontologically united and so their unity—the 

realm of pure knowledge or Plato’s Ideal forms—is something we may be cognizant of and 

reflect upon. Ideal knowledge, therefore, is something towards which humans may purposefully 

strive.  

 In addition to canonical thinkers’ and my colleagues’ perspectives on inner and outer ex-

perience, I am interested in how they function in my own teaching and dramatic arts practice. 

Over the course of my career as a drama student, teacher, researcher, and practitioner I have ac-

cumulated a great deal of knowledge about dramatic performance. In order to test my theory that 

part of how we learn in drama education is by enacting cognition, I set aside my reticence and 

decided to give acting a sincere (as opposed to curriculum-mandated) try during the course of 

this study. My colleague Paul offered to take me through some of the introductory movement 

and mask work he does with students when he wants them to begin working with their bodies as 

well as with their minds. 

Truth Behind the Mask 

After a warm-up to establish my relationship with my own body and the performance 

space, Paul tells me he wants to begin to explore the word “water.” In my mind’s eye I picture 

the Kingston waterfront, and begin to move through a simple story wherein I jump into the lake 

for a cooling swim on a hot summer’s day. When I feel finished my exploration, I signal this to 

Paul by finding a spot onstage and landing there in neutral. Paul asks me to tell him about my 

experience of water; after I have, he tells me he would like me to explore water again. While the 

water in my first scene had been gentle and soothing, this time Paul asks me to think of water as 
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an element:  

What other qualities can water have? I encourage you to go to a place where you 

allow the element to maybe take you over for a bit. In other words, it doesn’t 

necessarily have to be linear storytelling. I could give you an element, and let’s 

see what happens if you explore the element from a place of, maybe, becoming 

the element itself. 

I had not considered this approach, but I like it. I decide that I will be the lake rather than the 

swimmer. Instead of a calm sunny day, a storm is brewing, the sky is darkening, and wind is 

whipping the water into violent waves. I thrash around the room, but after a while I stop. Paul 

asks me if I am finished my exploration, and I tell him I am unsure: the reason I stopped was that 

I realized the story I was showing him was less linear narrative than the first, but I still had not 

found a way to “become the element.” I was still Amy playing the role of water according to an 

emergent script in my mind.  

 We talk through this a bit, and Paul tells me not to be too self-critical: “using this 

intuitive brain, or body-brain runs counter to a lot of what you do as an educator, or as a 

researcher, and the switch from thinking to feeling takes time. But trust yourself, trust the 

process, and try not to get hung up on the outcome.” Paul tells me that we will see how wearing a 

neutral mask changes my experience. As in the previous scenes I am not to speak, but he tells me 

that it is important not to cut myself off from a crucial element: my breath, which I can allow to 

become audible as another method of expression if I choose. Wearing the mask I find neutral, 

and when Paul says “water” I begin. 

It is difficult for me to pinpoint exactly why or how, but the mask made a difference. It 
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was liberating in some way, and as I reflect upon the experience words I once saw in a theatre 

come to mind: “Man is least himself when he talks in his own person. Give him a mask, and he 

will tell you the truth” (attributed to Oscar Wilde). I have resisted the urge to consult the body of 

literature that no doubt exists on mask work, because finding an intellectual explanation for what 

I felt during this workshop seems antithetical. My intention was to explore with my body rather 

than with my mind, and I do not want to undermine that by rationalizing the experience. In fact, I 

believe that the best moments of the workshop came when I stopped trying to connect the 

experience to what I already knew about dramatic performance and accepted it as an opportunity 

to step into the unknown.  

I was still myself when I wore that mask, but at the same time I was not. Instead of my 

everyday identity, the mask granted me anonymity. With less of my outer self visible, I felt freer 

to enter my inner world. The experience was similar to a stream-of-consciousness writing 

exercise. Instead of worrying about linguistic, stylistic, and thematic coherency the object of 

such exercises is to respond to some stimuli by spilling the contents of one’s mind onto a page. 

Instead of consciously writing the words, the intent is to let the subconscious mind take over. In 

a sense, you let the words write you.  

Wearing a mask took me away from the outer world of literal representation. Pre-mask, I 

had grown frustrated with myself when I had not been able to stop thinking about being water 

and simply be it. Water does not use words to express itself, and does not possess the higher 

intelligence required to consciously plan its movements; in the first two scenes these elements 

had not come from water but from Amy. In the final scene, I was able to set aside this authorial 

instinct and to let water lead. Because my externalization of impulse was even less literal than in 

a linguistic exercise, it might be thought of as stream-of-subconscious, or perhaps preconscious, 
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writing. My body-mind was absolutely connecting to some knowledge of semiotic symbols and 

using these to communicate something to an audience, but this knowledge did not take on the 

authority of intellect. I stopped trying to show Paul what I knew about water, and instead let this 

knowledge reveal itself in whatever meanings he made out of my actions.  

This was not an easy thing to do, and one of the biggest impediments was feeling as 

though a sincere effort on my part to follow his instructions needed to result in me achieving 

some mastery of the skills. I needed to get my performance ‘right’. When I have been the person 

in Paul’s position I have reiterated for student-actors that the only way they will be wrong is if 

they fail to give the task their genuine best effort, whatever that may be on a particular day under 

a particular set of circumstances. As much as I believe this, I am also aware—as are most 

students—that in a formal education setting it is not entirely true. Students do need to 

demonstrate some mastery of skills; this outer evidence of their inner work is the only thing that 

a teacher or audience is able to assess. While Paul was not formally assessing my work, his 

workshop put me in the position of experiencing this paradox first hand.  

 Embodiment in drama education reveals our mastery of abstract concepts and ability to 

convey this knowledge to others in some concrete, observable form; at the same time, it is the 

site of the ongoing inner journey we take to get there. Formal education generally attempts to 

assess effort as well as achievement; this is why mathematics students are encouraged to show 

their work in solving complex problems as opposed to merely writing down the final solution 

they reach, and it is why report cards include “learning skills and work habits” and “strengths” as 

well as “next steps for improvement” (Ontario Ministry of Education, 2010; emphasis mine). 

Final achievement, though, is largely responsible for the grade that appears on a student’s 

transcript. While effort may manifest in improved grades, it is often viewed as a means to an end 
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rather than an achievement in its own right. A student may tell me that they are really trying to 

do their best, but unless they can also show me this effort in the form of some quantifiable 

outcome it is difficult to formally assess this. 

 Outcomes do matter in the dramatic arts, but the value of effort is also significant in a 

very visible way. Vygotsky’s Mind in Society contains a chapter on “The role of play in 

development” (92-104), in which he argues, “play creates a zone of proximal development of the 

child. In play a child always behaves beyond his average age, above his daily behaviour; in play 

it is as though he were a head taller than himself” (102). While the child, to outer appearances, 

may appear to be the same person they were, their experience of creative play foments the inner 

imaginings of what they could be. Consideration of the individual at play reveals the nascent 

expression of these ideals in the person they—at least in their mimetic actions—already are.  

 When I asked my colleagues what the movement between inner and outer experience 

meant to them in the context of drama education, all agreed that an individual’s inner experience 

is only accessible if we start with observation of that experience’s physical manifestation in the 

outer realm. This belief is substantiated by Stanislavski’s system, wherein an actor’s inner (i.e., 

psychological) experience is important, but must always be purposefully linked to its embodied 

expression on the stage. While inner and outer experience may be separated theoretically, none 

of the sources I consulted considered this dualism to be substantive in everyday practice. 

Platonic realism comes closest to supporting the divide, in that it posits Ideal Forms that do not 

exist in the physical (i.e., human) world, yet Plato’s cautions in Ion and Republic against trusting 

the “knowledge” of the artist indicate he does believe some trace of the divine may reveal itself 

in what the Muses utter to poets. In his mistrust of mimetic art, Plato suggests the ways it may 

bridge the gap between inner and outer experience. Aristotelian or metaphysical realism closes 
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the gap further still. While it maintains the existence of the human realm of the physical body 

and the metaphysical realm of Ideals, it suggests that these are not alien to one another. Our 

minds exist in the world that is, but our mind’s eye (imagination) is able to see beyond. We 

imagine what could be, and the mimetic arts are a means by which we render the could-be in 

physical form. 

 Dewey’s theory of transaction also posits a bridge between inner minds and outer bodies; 

it makes no sense to speak of an experiencing subject without also considering the object or 

situation that is experienced. 18 Like Plato and Aristotle, Dewey suggests that the arts may 

occupy a space between inner and outer experience. For the artist as well as the audience, a work 

of art requires careful attention to the myriad of external stimuli we experience every day and 

selection of only those that are deemed relevant to the immediate task of creating or perceiving a 

work of art. Works of art are “products that exist externally and physically” (Art 1), yet “the 

actual work of art is what the product does with and in experience”. It is in such a work of art 

that experience becomes an experience, as we interact with it and bring our past experiences to 

bear on present perception and evaluation (the principle of continuity). 

 Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development suggests that creativity or “play” is the space 

in which our inner experience of the outer world, and subsequent ability to realize metaphysical 

ideals, is most readily apparent. The embodiment and enaction of things that are not yet, but 

someday could be, real is a significant step in transforming objectively factual knowledge into 

personal, meaningful understanding; for Vygotsky, play is one of the most important ways in 

which we learn. I suggested that the movement between inner and outer experience might best be 

explained by a model that emphasizes the dynamic relationship between the outer world that is 

and the inner world that could be, and propose that we call this enacting cognition. My enacting 
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cognition model extends the possibilities created in Lakoff and Johnson’s model of embodied 

cognition and Varela, Thompson, and Rosch’s model of enactive cognition, because it illustrates 

some ways in which we reach these theoretical explanations through ongoing engagement with 

the present. With this framework of enacting cognition in mind, I turn now to the subject of my 

next chapter: Experience. I consider what insights our embodied, outer experience in and of the 

dramatic arts may offer into the invisible, inner experience of being human.  

  



 
 

 51 

Chapter 3: Experience 

Introduction 

 When I report my research I sometimes believe I know exactly what I want to express, 

but feel it remain frustratingly on the tip of my tongue when I attempt to say it. The best way to 

solve this is to verbalize what I mean to say before I attempt to write it. Ideally, I say it to 

someone else. In a perfect world I not only say it, I also do it. The theory I seek to test in this 

chapter is that this doing, or enacting of a concept, is a way of translating inner abstractions into 

tangible outer phenomena.  

“I think, therefore I am” has held up as a model of consciousness for centuries because it 

partially describes something we can readily identify in our everyday experience of being 

human. I do not question my own existence, nor would I disagree with the statement that I 

sometimes think about things. In everyday life, I am content to accept these as two basic facts of 

existence and am not concerned with their nuances. If I notice anything, it is the practical 

experiences that they enable. Rather than focusing on the phenomena of mind and body, most of 

us will be interested only in what these allow us to do. My own interests go a bit further. I am not 

interested in Descartes's cogito solely as an intellectual construct, but in whether or not lived 

experience necessitates a model that recognizes some middle ground between body and mind. If 

it does, I believe that the dramatic arts and education are sites where such a theoretical model 

may be observed in practice.  

 I do not question the existence of myself as a physical being in a physical environment. 

Upon reflection, I equally do not question that human life is a process of ongoing engagement 

between self and physical environment. Experience, like embodiment, is fundamentally human. I 
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believe reflection to be the thing that makes experience meaningful. To that end, the research 

question I set out to answer in this chapter is as follows: What can the embodied nature of 

dramatic performance tell us about human experience?  

The Physiology of Experience 

 Jill Bolte Taylor’s My Stroke of Insight: A Brain Scientist’s Personal Journey  (hereafter 

Stroke) provides an accessible overview of the neurophysiology of consciousness and 

experience. She states that, 

With the advent of the single-celled organism, a new era of information 

processing was born at the molecular level. Through the manipulation of atoms 

and molecules into DNA and RNA sequences, information could be entered, 

coded, and stored for future use. Moments in time no longer came and went 

without record and, by interweaving a continuum of sequential moments into a 

common thread, the life of the cell evolved as a bridge across time. (12, emphasis 

in original) 

While we are quick to consider humanity the highest life form, it is worth remembering that our 

genetic code is not just upwards of ninety-percent identical to higher primates (cf. 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Ramachandran, 2011), it is constructed of the same four nucleotides 

(adenine, thymine, guanine, cytosine) as every other life form on earth: “at the level of our DNA, 

we are related to the birds, reptiles, amphibians, other mammals, and even the plant life” (Taylor 

13). This physiological perspective aligns with philosophical models of human experience as 

transactional (cf. Dewey and Bentley, 1949); Merleau-Ponty’s claim that “every living organism 

must be understood in terms of its world” (qtd. in Moran 304); and the embodied/enactive 
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cognition claim that “cognition is not bounded by the skull, so cognitive systems may include 

both non-neural parts of the body and even the beyond-the-body environment” (Wilson and 

Foglia). 

 Taylor’s emphasis on the molecular “bridge across time” provides support for Dewey’s 

consideration of experience as a process of continuity and interaction. Our experience of any 

given moment is shaped both by the qualities of the phenomenon or situation that is presently 

experienced, and by the imprint that previous experiences have left on our neurophysiology and 

cellular networks. While the experienced might be considered a stable and empirically verifiable 

object or event, the experiencing of it is subjective and dynamic.  

You and I might be sitting in the same theatre and watching the same play, but our 

experience of it will not be identical. If I were to attend the same play on numerous occasions, 

the “continuous” nature of experience does not mean that my own response to it will be identical 

each time. Each experience will have changed me somewhat, and fluctuations in the external 

aspects of the experience may also alter my perception. Interestingly, while experience may lead 

to creation of new neural pathways, the neurons (brain cells) themselves are for the most part the 

ones we were born with (Taylor 13). This is what allows us to hold our past selves in our present 

body. A classic thought experiment gives insight into the cellular self as a simultaneously inner 

and outer phenomenon: look at a photograph of yourself as a child. You unmistakably are the 

person in that picture; you had the same experiences and share the same memories. Yet you also 

are not that person. No rational observer would fail to notice physical differences such as height 

and development of post-pubescent sex traits, or expect you needed adult supervision when you 

left the house and might (somewhat understandably) react to undesirable events by throwing a 

full-scale tantrum and announcing you were going to hold your breath until you got your way. 
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Visibly and invisibly you have changed, and yet in some essential way you will always be you. 

 Stroke includes a layperson’s guide to the role each brain hemisphere plays in governing 

our behaviour. In healthy humans the left and right hemispheres are deeply integrated via neural 

pathways across the corpus callosum, and so “virtually every cognitive behaviour we exhibit 

involves both hemispheres—they simply do it differently” (Taylor 29). The right hemisphere is 

in control of the left side of the body,19 and 

functions like a parallel processor. 20  Independent streams of information 

simultaneously burst into our brain via each of our sensory systems. Moment by 

moment, our right mind creates a master collage of what this moment in time 

looks like, sounds like, tastes like, smells like, and feels like. Moments don’t 

come and go in a rush, but rather are rich with sensations, thoughts, emotions, and 

often, physiological responses. Information processed in this way allows us to 

take an immediate inventory about the space around us and our relationship to that 

space. (29-30) 

The right brain is intuitive and explores creative possibilities rather than following rules. To it, 

the present moment is the only moment, and “now is timeless and abundant” (30, emphasis in 

original). Because it functions only in the present, the right brain tends to perceive everything 

and everyone as connected—if they are available to its perception, they all seem to be related. 

Activity in our right frontal cortex is what gives us the capacity for empathy. 

 The left hemisphere is responsible for sorting sensory-laden moments from the right 

hemisphere into a linear narrative: 

It then sequentially compares the details making up this moment with the details 
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making up the last moment. By organizing details in a linear and methodical 

configuration, our left brain manifests the concept of time whereby our moments 

are divided into the past, present, and future. Within the structure of this 

predictable temporal cadence, we can appreciate that this must occur before that 

can happen…It builds an understanding of everything using deductive reasoning. 

(31) 

The stories that our left brains tell us are sometimes fragmented (Taylor refers to snippets of 

running commentary as “left brain chatter”) but even these are more formally processed than the 

felt-but-not-articulated information in the right hemisphere, in that they have been translated 

from sensory stimuli into the semiotic symbols of language.  

Pragmatism in the Flesh 

Pragmatic philosophy’s central claim is that a statement is true if it makes sense and is 

useful in its immediate context, and false if it does not. Because pragmatism not only 

acknowledges but explicitly operates according to the principle that all truth is relative, it 

sometimes seems to be a truism rather than a valuable contribution to the canon. The 

quintessential claim of pragmatism—articulated by Dewey as well as William James and C.S. 

Pierce—is that its truth always hinges on meaning (McDermid). This position is eminently 

discreditable (if I decide it is worthless in the context I want to use it in, then it genuinely is) and 

also irrefutable (if it was not tremendously valuable to the aforementioned thinkers, it would 

have been un-pragmatic to write about it). 21 It is a combination that can be tremendously 

frustrating in the realm of theory. 
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 In the realm of practice, however, this simultaneous relativity and empirical verifiability 

makes a great deal of sense. While pragmatism’s truths are contextual rather than absolute, they 

are coherent in that they frame an environment or situation in such a way that we can begin 

inquiry from a place of shared understanding and generally accepted reality. This systemic 

coherence allows for meaningful dialogue between truth and interpretation; without it the only 

choices are rigid conformity or chaotic cacophony. In a formal educational environment,22 

pragmatism's truths form the basis of curricula. Without some agreed upon starting place for 

learning, pedagogy becomes an improbable task.  

Contemporary curriculum theory acknowledges that individual interpretation is both 

unavoidable and indeed desirable, yet it also suggests that a cohesive system of education must 

to some degree be standardized. In their postscript to Understanding Curriculum, Pinar et al. 

note that “the apparent inability of the various sectors to speak to each other, to move into an 

independent ‘middle’ from their various ‘corner’ positions, and to develop a literature on 

curriculum at some distance from sources in other disciplines” constitutes a “serious problem” 

(863). Their call, as I see it, is for individual scholars to recognize that the theoretical 

underpinnings of discrete fields of expertise may be useful insofar as they scaffold, or provide an 

entrance into, a broader discussion of curriculum as the tie that binds rather than divides.  

Despite the dangers of conformity, formal education's real value may come from 

creating a shared reality for as many members of a community as possible. The empirical truths 

of this reality will—and should—be dynamic rather than static, but changes significant enough to 

merit systemic acknowledgment will—and should—occur slowly and not in the heat of a 

moment. The core theoretical knowledge I include in my dramatic arts lessons is arguably a 
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means of telling students what to think, but it is a vital tool that enables my real concern: 

teaching them how to think for themselves.  

In “The Practical: A Language for Curriculum”, Joseph J. Schwab argues “[the practical] 

is the discipline concerned with choice and action, in contrast with the theoretic, that is 

concerned with knowledge” (123). He writes that theory provides us with the “idealized” case of 

a given phenomenon but often neglects to consider the information we might glean from outliers: 

“a theory covers and formulates the regularities among the things and events it subsumes. It 

abstracts a general or ideal case. It leaves behind the nonuniformities, the particularities, that 

characterize each concrete instance of the facts subsumed” (129, emphasis in original). Schwab 

does not suggest that theory has no place in curriculum, but is troubled by the one-size-fits all 

mentality it may foment. He emphasizes that knowledge must be understood contextually before 

it can be applied to other domains, and that the facts that dominate theory must be continually 

tested if they are to be applied practically.  

The Embodied Experience of Education 

Dewey's emphasis on experience situates his philosophy near to models articulated by 

phenomenologist Merleau-Ponty, and proponents of both embodied (Lakoff and Johnson) and 

inactive (Varela, Thompson, and Rosch) cognition. In Art as Experience, Dewey emphasizes the 

difference between experience and an experience. As we move through the world, much of what 

we experience barely registers. We are dimly aware of it, but it remains at the periphery of 

consciousness because it is not deemed significant enough to incorporate into the active 

framework of meaning-making we construct as we evaluate and respond to stimuli in our 

environment. Amongst this abundance of stimuli, we selectively perceive some elements as 
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relevant. These may include sensory stimuli such as temperature, sound, or light; they may also 

include intellectual stimuli such as words or spatial arrangement of objects. Whatever they are, 

once we pay attention to them and assign them value in relation to the context of our present 

lived experience, they are transformed from incidental aspects of the outer world into qualities of 

that world that shape an experience in the inner world of our own minds.  

Merleau-Ponty conceives of lived experience as a continuous two-way interpenetration 

of the flesh of our bodies and the flesh of the world. Moving away from the theories of 

phenomenology he had been instrumental in developing, Merleau-Ponty’s late career was 

devoted to the ontology of the flesh of the world (la chair du monde). In The Visible and the 

Invisible (hereafter Visible) he writes that “he who sees cannot possess the visible unless he is 

possessed by it, unless he is of it” (134-35, emphasis in original), a position reminiscent of 

Dewey and Bentley’s transactional theory wherein experiencing is inseparable from experienced 

(cf. Knowing and the Known, 1949).  

Cognitive theorists including Lakoff and Johnson write of human experience as 

"embodied cognition," or the conscious meanings we make of the outer world as we encounter it 

via our bodies as well as our minds. In Philosophy in the Flesh, they use spatial concepts such as 

“front” and “back” to illustrate how our experience of that phenomenon is shaped by the 

particularities of an individual’s body and the ways in which that body experiences the physical 

environment (34-35). In their closely related model of “enactive cognition,” Varela, Thompson, 

and Rosch emphasize that our conscious experience of the world is created by sensorimotor 

coupling of brain-body-world: “knowledge is the result of an ongoing interpretation that emerges 

from our capacities of understanding. These capacities are rooted in the structures of our 
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biological embodiment but are lived and experienced within a domain of consensual action and 

cultural history” (149, emphasis mine). 

 Humans appear to have a biological proclivity to think in either/or dualisms, yet we also 

have the intellectual capacity to recognize that much of our experience takes place somewhere in 

between these poles. Dewey begins Experience and Education by noting the historical 

opposition between “the idea that education is development from within and that it is formation 

from without” (1). If we are to situate education in the fecund space between poles, we would do 

well to begin from the word’s very etymology. The Latin educare means “to lead, bring out”, 

and educate has been used to denote provision of schooling since the sixteenth century (Harper). 

On the one hand, education is the means by which inner experience enters into the outer realm. 

On the other, it is an external tool which, when exerted upon or utilized by individual students, 

may (or may not) produce this inner-to-outer transformation of the abstract into the tangible.  

 The sine qua non of Dewey’s education model is an “intimate and necessary relation 

between the processes of actual experience and education” (Experience and Education 7). Actual 

experience arises from the ongoing interaction between two principles: continuity and 

interaction. Continuity refers to the fact that we accumulate experiences throughout our lives, 

each of which will influence our future in some way. Interaction refers to the fact that one’s 

immediate environment exerts influence upon one’s present experience. Present experience is 

informed by past experience, as well as by the qualities of the present situation: “continuity and 

interaction in their active union with each other provide the measure of the educative 

significance and value of an experience” (43).  
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The act of typing these very words has transformed my experience of this room at this 

moment into an experience, because it has drawn select aspects of my environment out of 

peripheral sensory range and into my conscious awareness. Dewey writes that experience 

becomes an experience when “the material experienced runs its course to fulfillment” and one’s 

present situation (i.e., intended activity) is “so rounded out that its close is a consummation and 

not a cessation” (36-37). Barring unforeseen cataclysm, my engagement with the act of writing 

this dissertation will not end when I leave the document today; at the same time, it might well 

never end without a willingness and ability to leave. I do not know this because I was taught it in 

a classroom; I know it because it has been my experience time and time again throughout my 

work, my education, and my life.  

Repetition of thought patterns and behaviours as a means of integrating these with one’s 

most essential self is central to Dewey's epistemological position in formal philosophy. It is also 

a principle by which he lived his life. Dewey believed the physical or outer world to be the space 

where internal habits of mind began, as well as the forum wherein they could be sustained 

through repetition and reiteration. This dimension of his epistemology was profoundly 

influenced by behavioural scientist F.M. Alexander. In 1923, Dewey wrote that “the F.M. 

Alexander Technique bears the same relation to education that education itself bears to all human 

activities” (Washington Center). In his introduction to Alexander's Constructive Conscious 

Control of the Individual, Dewey argues that, 

No one would deny that we ourselves enter as an agency into whatever is 

attempted and done by us. That is a truism. But the hardest thing to attend to is 

that that is closest to ourselves, that that is most constant and familiar. And this 

closest “something” is, precisely, ourselves, our own habits and ways of doing 
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things as agencies in conditioning what is tried or done by us. (qtd. in Devitt-

Dawson) 

The “something” Dewey refers to here is analogous to “experience” in his own works. When we 

attend to the something, it has the potential to transform experience into an experience.  

The transformational nature of this process is particularly evident when viewed from the 

standpoint of Alexander's psycho-physical technique. Alexander was driven by a desire to 

discover how each individual could function most successfully in the context of their immediate 

physical environment and situation. Both he and Dewey believed the relationship of inner self to 

outer world to be dynamic and reciprocal. Alexander emphasized that changing one's mental 

state (i.e., conceptions of and beliefs about the world) was necessarily linked to changing one's 

physical manner as well.  

The new behaviours that one feels best meet the demands of one’s desired mental state 

must be practiced mindfully: 

These lead to changes in the use of the organism that are associated with 

unfamiliar motor and sensory experiences, sometimes disconcertingly so, much 

more is needed than a belief arising from intellectual considerations alone, if he is 

to hold to this belief during the employment of these procedures. (Alexander 9) 

The dramatic arts allow us to practice the mind-body process of changing disposition routinely 

enough that it becomes, ideally, something we can do without conscious effort. This is valuable, 

because it is difficult to truly experience an experience whilst we are intently focused on how to 

create the conditions for the experience we desire. The experiencing self is not the same as the 

remembering self. The former is predominantly a felt experience that we can clearly identify as 
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the domain of our bodies; the latter a known experience that would seem to be situated in our 

minds.  

That Which is Not Visible, but Could Be 

While connections between his work and dramatic arts education are more tangential 

than these connections are in Dewey, Merleau-Ponty's work on perception and cognition is 

foundational to current theories of embodied and enactive cognition. Phenomenology of 

Perception (hereafter Phenomenology) is his most comprehensive work, but two later works—

The Primacy of Perception (hereafter Primacy), and The Visible and the Invisible (hereafter 

Visible)—relate more directly to the research questions pursued in my study. In Primacy, 

Merleau-Ponty writes, “My first two books23 sought to restore the world of perception. My 

works in preparation aim to show how communication with others, and thought, take up and go 

beyond the realm of perception that initiated us into truth” (3). Moran characterizes Merleau-

Ponty’s epistemological position here and elsewhere as “a kind of dialectical naturalism”. 

Instead of the interactional model contemporaneous behaviourists and empiricists relied upon to 

explain the living subject’s relationship to the external environment, Merleau-Ponty considered 

that relationship “a seamless web…a dialectics of freedom and nature” (403, emphasis in 

original).  

As I see it, this symbiotic relationship between reality and possibility reconfigures 

Descartes’s cogito. Merleau-Ponty was the first Western theorist to seriously and systematically 

examine the role of the body in human experience. In Primacy, he writes that 

Thinking which looks on from above, and thinks of the object-in-general must 

return to the “there is” which underlies it; to the site, the soil of the sensible and 
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opened world such as it is in our life and for our body—not that possible body 

which we may legitimately think of as an information machine but that actual 

body I call mine, this sentinel standing quietly at the command of my words and 

acts. (160-61) 

If we consider this as a direct critique of the cogito, Merleau-Ponty is saying that the presumed-

superior mind, which thinks of its subject’s empirical existence, needs to continue thinking. It 

needs to acknowledge that it is not a disembodied entity contemplating a theoretical body in the 

abstract; it is part of an actual body and engaged in the present experience of living its own, 

unique, human life. 

 By re-embodying the mind and emphasizing the embodied experience of self in 

dialectical relationship with the natural and social worlds, Merleau-Ponty enables us to talk of 

holistic human experience. He does not deny that dualisms exist in human experience, but in 

Visible he focuses on the ways in which such pairs are interdependent rather than oppositional. 

Chapter 4, “The Intertwining—The Chiasm” (130-55), contains his well-known example of 

touching and being touched: 

There must exist some relationship by principle, some kinship, according to which 

they are not only, like the pseudopods of the amoeba, vague and ephemeral 

deformations of the corporeal space, but the initiation to and the opening upon the 

tactile world. This can only happen if my hand, while it is felt from within, is also 

accessible from without, itself among the things it touches, is in a sense one of 

them, opens this crisscrossing within it of the touching and the tangible, its own 

movements incorporate themselves into the universe they interrogate, are recorded 
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on the same map as it; the two systems are applied upon one another, as the two 

halves of an orange. (133) 

In other words, I cannot touch my left hand without somehow reconciling the simultaneous 

sensations arising from within (left hand) and without (right hand). In the case of touching a 

foreign object—be it material object or another living being—I will have direct experience of 

only one side of this dualism. Based upon my routine lived experience of both sides, however, 

the rational conclusion for me to draw is that the other side still exists in the act of touch. The 

sensations of touching and being touched still exist simultaneously in the same act, even when 

one of these is temporarily unavailable to my own lived experience of the moment. 

The Phenomenology of Imagination 

Jean-Paul Sartre’s work on “imagination” as a core topic in psychology and vital aspect 

of human experience is foregrounded in The Imaginary.24 In it, he writes that when we produce 

in our own mind a mental image of a physical entity (e.g., “Pierre”), Pierre becomes the object of 

current consciousness. While Pierre remains that object I can describe him as imaged, but cannot 

describe the image as an image:  

To determine the characteristics of the image as image, it is necessary to reflect. 

So the image as image is describable only by a second-order act in that the look is 

turned away from the object and directed at the way in which the object is given. 

It is this reflective act that permits the judgment “I have an image”. (4, emphasis 

in original) 

This reflective judgment is always objectively true. If I think that I have an image, I indeed have 

an image. Sartre suggests that while description of the image constitutes immediate and certain 
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knowledge, inductive claims about the nature of the image are merely probable. His first task is 

to “attempt a ‘phenomenology’ of the image…produce images in ourselves, reflect on these 

images, describe them, that is to say, try to determine and classify their distinctive 

characteristics” (5).  

The first conclusion Sartre reaches is that our “habit of thinking in space and in terms of 

space” leads us to the assumption that “consciousness is a place peopled with small imitations 

and these imitations were the images…an image is implicitly assimilated to the material object 

that it represents” (5-6). Sartre finds an immediate error in our instinct to think of objects and 

images in this nested way; common sense tells us that an image of Pierre (whether it be external, 

as in the form of a painting, or internal, as in the form of an imagining) is not and cannot be the 

same thing as the flesh-and-blood entity that is Pierre. The correction for this, according to 

Sartre, is to revise our model of the relationship between consciousness, images, and perception.  

First, we need to realize that the objects of perception (i.e., looking at a person and 

performing the mental calculations that tell me I am looking at Pierre and not Suzanne) and the 

objects of imagination (i.e., forming a mental image of Pierre, even if he is not physically 

present) are identical. The difference between perceived and imagined Pierre is that these 

incarnations are related to consciousness in two different ways. In the first case, Pierre is 

encountered by consciousness. In the second case, an image indicates “the relation of 

consciousness to the object; in other words, it is a certain way in which the object appears to 

consciousness, or, if one prefers, a certain way in which consciousness presents to itself an 

object” (7). In neither case, however, is Pierre himself in consciousness, even as an image.  
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Images are imitations that bear only extrinsic relations to the physical object (much like 

Plato’s cave), whereas perception and imagination are special types of consciousness that relate 

directly to the object. These types of consciousness are characterized by Sartre as “synthetic 

organization”, and their function is to relate to the object as it exists in space: 

The image is a sui generis [unique in its characteristics] consciousness that cannot 

in any way form part of a larger consciousness. There is no image in 

consciousness that would contain it, in addition to the thought, sign, feelings, 

sensations. Rather, the image consciousness is a synthetic form that appears as a 

certain moment of a temporal synthesis and organizes itself with the other forms 

of consciousness, that precede and follow it to form a melodic unity. To say that 

an object is given as imaged and as conceived at the same time is as absurd to 

speak of a body that would be solid and gas at the same time. (15, emphasis in 

original) 

Although Sartre does not talk specifically about this image/perceptual consciousness as 

experience, I believe the logical inference is that one’s reflective experience of the world is a 

unique type of pre-reflective experience. In Dewey’s paradigm, reflective experience is an 

experience; pre-reflective experience is simply experience. As sentient beings we cannot have 

one without the other, and both are essential to form Sartre’s “melodic unity” of lived 

experience. Sartre “explicitly rejects the conception of consciousness as an inner mental world 

distinct from the world we live in” (Imaginary xxx). 

The point at which I break with Sartre is minute, but is the same point at which Merleau-

Ponty does: the relationship between être-en-soi (being in itself) and être-pour-soi (being for 
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itself). Sartre rejects Descartes's cogito on the grounds that the consciousness that states “I am” is 

not the consciousness that thinks; the two activities are distinct. Descartes believed that his 

ability to question a thing's existence (I think) was the consciousness that proved the thing's 

existence (therefore I am). Sartre considered the cogito a reflection upon the nature of 

consciousness rather than pure consciousness in and of itself: “‘I doubt; therefore I am’ is really 

‘I am aware that I doubt; therefore I am.’ The Cartesian cogito is reflective, and its object is not 

itself but the original consciousness of doubting” (Barnes xi). Sartre's own cogito is pre-

reflective, but remains deeply dualistic. Être-en-soi is positioned as superior, a non-conscious 

Being that fundamentally is regardless of human perception and reflection. Être-pour-soi is the 

consciousness of, longing for, and ultimate destruction of, this Being. I believe this dualism is 

still too hierarchical and substantive to be functionally compatible with the embodied experience 

of being human.  

My own research is predicated on a belief that mind-body dualism serves some function, 

in that it provides poles of reference in a larger discussion of human experience. The dualism is 

not substantive, though, and it makes no sense to speak of mind and/or body if we do not speak 

first and foremost of the ways that these function in relation to some third entity. Regardless of 

what we call this entity, it is where body and mind unite to allow us to variously experience and 

be aware that we are experiencing life as human beings here, now, on this Earth.  

Living the “Magic If” 

Imagination and the space surrounding dualisms such as mind-body, self-other, self-

world, and inner-outer are all directly relevant to dramatic performance and participation in the 

dramatic arts. For Stanislavski, theatre was only successful when actors experienced events 
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onstage in the same way that they experienced events in life. Intellectually, we know that what 

we are doing (or are watching others do) onstage is fictitious; it is at best a representation of 

reality and not reality itself. An actor's job is to make us feel as though the fictitious is real. If we 

confine ourselves to pure left-brain logic this task seems impossible: how can even a skilled 

actor convince a room full of sane people that they are witnessing events as fantastic as murder 

or even as mundane as walking down a cold street when all empirical evidence suggests that they 

are in fact inside a warm room with other civilized human beings? As Stanislavski suggests in An 

Actor's Work, even a layperson should be able to present such an illusion with ease: “Why can't 

you repeat something you have just experienced in reality? You don't need to be actors to do that 

but just people” (153). I agree with Stanislavski. Staging a murder is admittedly more 

complicated, but there isn’t a healthy born-and-bred Canadian alive who is incapable of walking 

in the cold. We know exactly what that experience is like both intellectually and physically, yet it 

remains a challenge to replicate it onstage. 

I believe the challenge stems from an actor’s tendency to over-think the situation and as a 

result over-act it. The experience one wants the audience to see is not the actor’s but rather the 

character’s. When an actor’s focus is on the mechanics of presenting experience instead of 

authentic immersion in the process of living it in real-time onstage, the representational nature of 

that experience is so obvious that audiences cannot reasonably be expected to maintain 

suspension of their disbelief. The simplest illustration of the principle comes from an everyday 

rather than scripted example, but the generable principles are transferable to the stage: 

 When I am walking outside in December, the fact that I am walking in the cold is not the  

 only thing on my mind. It is true that the icy streets may cause me to focus on the   

 mechanics of walking more than I might on a day when taking mindful steps is not  
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 necessary to prevent me from falling. It is also true that the bodily sensation of cold may  

 make me more aware of my external environment than I am on a temperate day in May.  

 Yet it is unlikely that these physical realities will be the only things I am thinking about.  

 Chances are good that “walking outside in the cold” is not an experience I have chosen to 

 subject myself to for its own sake. I need to do some shopping. This necessitates a walk  

 in subzero weather, and while I remain absolutely aware of the biting wind and slippery  

 sidewalk, “Amy is walking down the street and feeling cold” is not the only narrative  

 running through my mind. More to the point, showing my fellow denizens that I am  

 walking and it is cold is not the purpose of my primary task. I am shopping for dinner,  

 and so my conscious mind is often more engaged in  this intention. There absolutely are  

 moments when all I think about is the biting wind, but even then my mind is also   

 browsing for ingredients.  

The difference between over-thought acting and holistic interpenetration of self and 

character is that in the latter case the actor allows them self to focus generally on some external 

stimuli or overarching task (Stanislavski’s Super Objective or Major Task). The subconscious is 

entrusted with selecting relevant information and sensations from the environment, seizing only 

upon those that will further the overarching objective. As a whole, this experience itself remains 

internal. The experiencer is the only person with direct access to it. Yet because it is taking place 

in a public space, it is also intertwined with a larger collective experience shared with others. By 

thinking about an experience, I cause it to become an experience. The focus moves inward, and 

the conscious mind focuses not upon the tangible stimuli that constitute the experience but 

instead upon the reflective traces that are left when something is remembered. The experiencing 
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self and the remembering self, the left brain and right brain, the mind and the body, the toucher 

and touched, all appear to be one harmoniously functioning healthy human being.  

Disengagement and Deep Immersion 

If there is little reason for most of us to thoroughly contemplate either the physical or 

theoretical structures and processes that allow us to experience life, there are clear benefits to 

developing skills that may allow us to nudge our neural activity towards either the doing or 

thinking-about-doing pathways in the brain depending upon the demands of any given situation 

and task. In dramatic performance, synthesis of thought and action are demonstrably relevant. 

Actors are in the unique position of knowing, for the most part, not only what has already 

happened, but what is still to come within the world of the play. They can already remember the 

future because they have rehearsed and memorized it on behalf of their character.  

I have often been asked how it is that actors are able to remember all their lines. 

Memorization is one of the easier aspects of performance, or at least one of the most 

straightforward. Actors have their own preferred methods for learning lines, but the common 

element is repetition. The bigger challenge, I believe, is appearing not to know what lies ahead. 

Lines may be learnt by rote, but performance by rote is mere recitation. Whether in an 

introductory acting lesson or professional theatre, the actor must find a way to suspend intellect 

(i.e., factual knowledge of the play) and experience each moment as if for the first time.  

In Theatrical Repetition and Inspired Performance, Tzachi Zamir suggests that this is 

accomplished by “defamiliarization and discovering anew what is previously already intimately 

known” (367). Defamiliarization involves simultaneous disengagement with, and deep 

immersion in, oneself and the present experience of one’s immediate physical environment. 
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Previous experiences such as learning lines or memories of previous performances, as well as 

anticipated experiences such as what happens next in the play, are not erased from one's mind. 

Instead they become the subconscious narrative that runs silently in the background. A kind of 

white noise. In each moment of performance, the sights, sounds, movements, and tactile 

sensations one is presently experiencing are brought to the foreground. Things such as when Bob 

walks upstage and says "To a nunnery, go", I need to turn to the audience and begin my 

soliloquy that will end when Frank and Sam come back onstage… do not disappear from 

consciousness, but they are the actor's experience of the moment, not the character's.  

If I am to perform the role of Ophelia as opposed to merely reciting her lines, I need to 

turn down the volume on my left-brain's procedural list of instructions. I need to direct my 

energy into the multi-sensory immersion in environment that my right-brain will allow me to 

access. Ophelia has no clue who Bob, Frank, and Sam are or what cues they rely on for blocking. 

These things are the actor’s business. Ophelia knows only that Hamlet has been deceived by the 

King and Polonius. Her soliloquy is not motivated by the logistical realities of the production but 

by her psycho-emotional response to her beloved Hamlet's plight, and sorrow at his apparent 

abandonment of her in act III, scene 1 (not that she would situate the experience in such a way). 

As the actor playing this part, my experience should be subsumed by Ophelia’s. It is the latter 

that constitutes dramatic performance. 

Based upon this theoretical framework for discussion of inner and outer experience, I am 

curious about what it looks like in the flesh. I am interested in the unique experiences of my 

colleagues, both as teachers and practitioners, so the conversations I have with each is different. 

Zamir calls acting an "exploration of the hidden thickness of the present" (369). He suggests that 

repeated exploration of the same line of text is one way in which actors may discover the wide 
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range of possibilities in the "rigid boundaries" of those words. The seeming paradox of repetition 

as the key to inspiration intrigues me, and I discuss it with my colleagues in the context of inner 

and outer experience. 

Staff Meeting 

Present: Amy (facilitator); Lara, Paul, Greg (teachers) 

Discussion Topics:  

1) Inner and Outer Experience  

2) Enacting Experience 

3) Learning and Being 

4) Performing onstage and off 

Amy: How would you describe the process by which actors externalize their inner experience of 

the world into outer experience that may be observed by and shared with an audience? 

Lara: You find a touchstone, or a way to relate it to something you understand: language. The 

most important thing is language. Outside observers have an objective viewpoint, whereas 

for the actor it is so subjective that they're sometimes unable to understand what it is 

they're communicating. Dialogue between actor and observer is important, and there's so 

much interplay, lots of trying things again, and eventually what the actor thinks they are 

externalizing is what others are seeing.  

Paul: The process itself starts from a place within you. And it's not just a place where you're 

thinking about you; there has to be serious investigation of the traits of the character. That 

investigation begins from the text itself, but it is also important to create a through-line or 
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map—a physical map of action. When we apply verbs to an action within a text, that then 

becomes our inner work. But it has to start from the words first. And it can be frustrating, 

you hit walls, but then it becomes a question of “what am I trying to communicate”? And 

you make choices: do I back off? push through the wall? go around it? You find a way to 

get yourself, get the character, past it. 

Greg: Actors need to understand how to embody the experience physically, mentally, and 

emotionally; to actually be within the experience of storytelling. They must get to a point 

where they can experientially be part of the two hours traffic of our stage. Theatre is a 

communication medium, and the actor has to be able to both experience and inhabit; to 

embody the story; to communicate the story to an audience member. They need to 

experiment, and then to assess what happened and use this to move forward, to continue to 

grow.  

The first point of reference for all, then, seems to be external: Lara calls it "language", Paul 

"text", Greg "story". I agree with this, insofar as I often think of words as a sort of anchor. They 

are the semiotic symbols that all participants may familiarize themselves with as a tangible point 

of reference during imaginative exploration of the play.  

Words work differently in theatre than they do in literary texts. In both cases, the symbols 

themselves (i.e., markings on a page) gain value through the process of interpretation. The words 

are outer elements available to all members of a community. The interpretation is an inner 

process that begins invisibly in the mind of each individual. One of the goals of education is to 

arrive at shared interpretations of meaning. In order to assess this, the abstract process must be 

re-externalized and again made tangible. This re-articulation involves a return to the symbolic, 
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semiotic realm: we communicate the meaning we have made of something by again using words 

as common points of reference. Dramatic performance avails us of additional semiotic channels. 

It enables us to show meaning as well as to tell it.  

Theatrical Truth 

  Experiencing experience involves the collection of life's data; thinking about an 

experience involves recollection of the data so it may be analyzed and assigned meaning. In the 

lessons given by Stanislavski’s Tortsov, this phenomenon is covered towards the end of “YEAR 

ONE: EXPERIENCING”. In a lesson entitled “Belief and the Sense of Truth” (Stanislavski152-

194), Tortsov watches his students enter the theatre and prepare themselves for class. Tortsov 

observes that in this physical space (i.e., the theatre), even the everyday tasks they have busied 

themselves with take on the status of a work of art. His students protest that looking for a 

misplaced handbag was reality, not art; Tortsov counters by asking them to repeat the event he 

has just witnessed. They do, but fall short: their representational repetition of reality is 

unconvincing.  

The students grow frustrated, telling Tortsov that when the handbag really was lost, 

looking for it “was reality, now we have to create and experience something fictitious”. Tortsov 

seizes upon this opportunity to teach about experience onstage and off: 

Truth and belief first arise in the imagination, as an artistic fiction, that is then 

translated onto the stage…There you create a fictitious event of your own, similar 

to reality. In this process the magic "if" and Given Circumstances, when they are 

properly understood, help you to feel and to create theatrical truth and belief 

onstage. So, in life there is truth, what is, what exists, what people really know. 
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Onstage we call truth that that does not exist in reality but that could happen. 

(capitalization in original 153) 

Examination of theatrical truth highlights the role we play in shaping ours and others' experience 

of the world. The experience of searching for a misplaced object is one that we have almost 

certainly had in life. Tortsov uses it as the basis for a lesson on theatrical truth, and I have found 

it to be a valuable scenario to enact with my own students.  

When teaching secondary school drama, I have experimented with an exercise inspired 

by Stanislavski. Each student places their mobile phone on my desk at the start of class. After 

attendance and a warm-up activity, we move to the first item on the lesson agenda: “looking for 

what you've lost.” I ask students to find their own space in the room, and tell them to imagine 

that they are in their bedrooms at home and they have misplaced a favourite possession. When I 

say “go,” they are to mime searching for it: three, two, one...Go! 

After about a minute of this, I have the students sit down and I ask for volunteers to 

perform their search for the class while the rest of us watch and offer feedback. In these 

performances, two trends emerge. First, the mime-work is quite crisp; second, the pace is 

remarkably slow and energy remarkably calm. If I were formally evaluating the scenes, students 

would receive high marks for technical elements but low ones for understanding context. As a 

class, we discuss the fact that they have done well with replicating the movements, gestures, and 

facial expressions of a person who has lost their favourite possession. What needs work is 

emotional intensity. I want to see the experience of searching for a favourite possession, not the 

experience of acting as though one is searching.  



 
 

 76 

We try the scenes again. Students begin by closing their eyes and thinking of that 

favourite object for several minutes. When I give them the “go!” to begin the search, I try to help 

amp up the energy by throwing out a few suggestions in a loud, frantic voice: “Did you look in 

the laundry bin? Oh no, did Mom accidentally throw it in the wash?! Is it ruined?!?” My words 

seem to help, but the scenes are still superficial; it is as though all I have done is hit a fast-

forward button so I can watch the searches in double time. After soliciting some observations 

from them regarding what they had been feeling as they searched (“worried”, “angry”, 

“desperate”), I move to another exercise, “phone calls.”  

I tell students that they can use their mobile phones as props in the scenes, and invite 

them to collect these from my desk. They do, but something is wrong: several of the phones are 

missing. Everyone who has their phone sits down, and I tell those who are missing a phone that it 

must be around…did they forget to take it out of their backpack? Maybe it slid under some 

papers…we spend a few moments looking for the phones together until I end the ruse and take 

them out of a hidden drawer. Rationally, my students must have known that their phones were 

still in the room. When they enacted the “search” for them the first time we ran the scenes, their 

performances were hampered by a lack of intensity because this reality prevented the exercise 

from being a felt as opposed to intellectual experience. Raising the stakes by creating a situation 

wherein the students really were searching for their phones was a way to scaffold their ability to 

experience a fictional search as if it were real. When actors are a bit more advanced, this 

scaffolding may not be necessary. Instead of actually living the scenario to be reenacted, it is 

possible to access the experience via one’s imagination. 

Stanislavsky's “magic if” may help student and professional actors alike to discover the 

theatrical truth in a given scene. We know that theatre is fiction, but asking “what if I was in the 
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same situation as my character” may allow us to bridge the gap between empirical truth (i.e., the 

tangible set, script, actor's body) and theatrical truth (i.e., what is real in the imagined world of 

the play). At the introductory level, the magic if question often works best when actors imagine 

themselves not in the same situation as the character but in an analogous situation from their own 

lives: “what if I was in a situation similar to that of my character?” The classic “what if” works 

well enough when an actor is attempting to portray an everyday event such as being late for 

school and trying to find a misplaced phone, but poses obvious problems when trying to find the 

truth to motivate an extraordinary event such as committing a murder.  

It is also important to recognize that although students at the intermediate-senior or 

undergraduate level generally have the cognitive capacity to use magic ifs successfully, they may 

not have accumulated many of the quotidian experiences of adult life. Without delving into the 

personal lives of my students, I feel safe making the general assumption that not all of them have 

dealt with all of the situations that arise in scenes they have enacted in class. Not all adults have 

either, but the longer one has been alive the more types of experiences one—generally 

speaking—has. Using an analogous “what if” may also help shield actors of any age from the 

full force of emotions when the event in question is particularly intense. As discussed in Chapter 

2, one of the pitfalls of Strasberg’s “Method Acting” has historically been its tendency to draw 

some actors so deeply inside themselves that they are left in a state better suited to a 

psychotherapist’s couch than a theatrical stage.  

 Magic ifs allow the actor to access the past, one of the three temporal states (along with 

present and future) that I believe to be a necessary aspect of dramatic performance. Stanislavski 

couples magic ifs with “given circumstances”, which are the empirically true elements of the 

world in which the play takes place. When a Moscow Arts Theatre student asks how to avoid 
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superficial “playacting” and find “theatrical truth,” Tortsov advises him to “always try and 

justify what you do onstage with your own ‘if’ and Given Circumstances” (154). Earlier in An 

Actor's Work, Stanislavski defines given circumstances as  

The plot, the facts, the incidents, the period, the time and place of the action, the 

way of life, how we as actors and directors understand the play, the contributions 

we ourselves make, the mise-en-scène, the sets and costumes, the props, the stage 

dressing, the sound effects, etc., etc., everything that is a given for the actors as 

they rehearse. (52-53)  

Given circumstances ground dramatic performance in its second temporal state: the present. Our 

real-time experience of these is what creates the dramatic arts’ most visible presence: the enacted 

play as it appears onstage in the present.  

Create the Experience That Creates You 

It is fair to consider this enacting as the outer experience of drama, but too simplistic 

unless we acknowledge that many inner qualities remain present. Returning to one of Dewey's 

central precepts regarding experience—that it is the product of two principles, continuity and 

interaction—it is clear that both inner and outer are simultaneously present in the experience of 

dramatic performance. Continuity highlights the fact that experience is dynamic as well as static. 

Each of the experiences an individual accumulates in life leaves material traces, in that these 

inform the nature of the experiences he or she will have in the future. Interaction refers to the 

ways in which an experience is influenced by the immediate context in which it takes place. The 

qualities of each new experience, then, arise from the interaction between past experience and 

present situation. I am the sum of my biological and experiential parts, but am also more than 
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this: the self I am at any given moment has the potential to change me in the next. At the level of 

neurons I am visibly my present self, but also invisibly the self I was born as and a nascent 

version of the self I will be tomorrow. All of these selves are the same; all of these selves are 

different. 

This same-but-different phenomenon is a significant factor in determining pragmatic 

truth, or what Dewey calls “warranted assertibility” (cf. endnote 21). The discipline of dramatic 

arts is necessarily practical as well as theoretical both in content and execution, and so it shows 

as well as tells us how pragmatic thinking works. Returning to the example used in Chapter 2, it 

is possible for Stanislavski's Tortsov to state with certainty that “everything that happens in the 

fifth act is the result of Iago's diabolical plot” (334). Neither the actors nor the audience needs to 

agree with him to make that statement pragmatically true, but—crucially—the statement does 

need to correspond to a reality beyond Tortsov's own mind in order to meet that criteria.  

The Audition 

The morning after my mask workshop with Paul, my email includes an open audition 

call. It is for a collection of new plays to be produced by local theatre companies. Auditioning 

might be a good way to take the sort of transformational leap Paul nudged me towards in our 

workshop. The hypothesis tested in this chapter is that experience allows us to enact theoretical 

constructs, and thus is a way of making the abstract concrete through the movement from inner 

(mind) to outer (body). The model of enacting cognition developed in Chapter 2 (Embodiment) 

relies heavily on the idea that while thinking about things is important, it is though the interplay 

of thinking and doing that cognition emerges. I have experience in many aspects of the dramatic 
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arts, including coaching students as they prepare for auditions and performances, but I do not 

have direct experience of doing these two particular things myself. This needs to change. 

Greg, Lara, and Paul all believe that genuine experience, wherein participants engage 

both intellectually and somatically with a script, is part of what makes something a dramatic 

performance as opposed to a memorized recitation. Greg considers experience to be the most 

vital aspect of theatre, and discussed it at length:  

My ultimate definition of theatre, or where I'd like theatre to go, is this: you have 

a theatrical performance, and I don't care how smart it is, how properly executed, 

how intellectually sophisticated; the performance has no value until it is 

experienced by a spectator. Not understood and appreciated by a spectator, but 

experienced. A performance has value if there is something about it that inspires 

experience and resonance; it is meaningless until the spectator can say “I 

feel...somehow that fits in my world. I understand that within my world.” 

(emphasis Greg’s) 

I agree absolutely, and find this grants new insight into an overarching research question: “what 

can the embodied nature of dramatic performance tell us about human experience?”  

If human experience is the most fundamental characteristic of dramatic performance, 

perhaps I need to ask my question in reverse: “what can human experience tell us about the 

embodied nature of dramatic performance?” This investigation needs to begin with my own 

experience, so I step out of my comfort zone and on to an empty stage to audition. Last-minute 

stage fright tempts me to flee, but I remember what I advise others to do in such moments: 

breathe; take a moment to land in the space and feel the ground beneath your feet; see with your 
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mind’s eye the ideal scenario you have rehearsed; and when you feel ready—not a moment 

before—breathe again and move this inner image into outer object. 

Along with that advice, my invisible preparation includes this:  

...stop the left-brain chatter. Don't rationalize failure, dream of success. Let go of other 

people's expectations, think only of your own. All I have to lose is fear and what I stand 

to gain, at a minimum, is experience. ♫God I hope I get it/I really hope I get it	  ♫...right? 

Breathe…GO 

During my audition, as during any moment in life, my remembering self, experiencing self, and 

projecting self are all present. The first and last of these are predominantly left-brain intellectual 

abstractions; the second is the predominantly right-brain embodied real-time experience of the 

task at hand. What makes drama a valuable site of inquiry into the nature of this experience is 

that it opens channels of communication so that all three ‘selves’ and both cerebral hemispheres 

merge into one time and space: right here, right now, in this performance. Re-creating my 

audition experience now, some things stand out: 

I’m surprised to see five people in the audience—three directors and two producers—as 

opposed to just one person as I’d imagined there would be. No matter, I’ve taught 

classes and given academic and professional presentations to groups far larger than this. 

The stage is a small thrust, so audience is to my front, my left, and my right. It is large 

and empty, about six inches high, black, and with plenty of space to walk between it and 

the first row of seats. I walk the space while my adjudicators look over my information 

sheet. I formulate a plan for blocking as I run through the monologue in my mind, and I 

land in the place where I will start. I think…distracted, semi-sarcastic, angry, wistful, 
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whimsical, and dreamy thoughts. This is the emotional arc of my scene. I fiddle with my 

hair, both to get it in place and because I think my character would, and slip off my 

sandals…now that I’m here, I feel more comfortable in bare feet. It is time for my scene 

to start. I close my eyes, take a breath, feel my feet, open my eyes, turn to the person 

I’m addressing, and begin: “Actually, I really would like some eggs…” 

Perhaps Paul’s words during the mask workshop offer subconscious hints: “Take the language 

out and just physically tell the story based on impulses and instinct you’ve kind of locked down. 

But it has to come from a place of impulse first. Think of it as a dance with the words, and use 

this to connect to your impulse.”  
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Chapter 4: Learning 

Introduction 

 The research question addressed most directly in this chapter is the third one with which I 

began my study: How might a multi-dimensional model of human experience and cognition 

contribute to teaching and learning in formal drama education? One of my core beliefs is that 

performance is a primordially human behaviour. Over the course of my professional life, I have 

become convinced that the instinct to learn is as innately human as the instinct to communicate 

via performance along with linguistics.  

My working hypothesis for this chapter is that the learning instinct is innately human,25 

and is a process that involves both our visible feeling body and invisible thinking mind. I believe 

that learning happens when we transform experience into an experience (cf. Dewey) and abstract 

knowledge is incorporated into schemata via embodiment of the concepts. By enacting cognition, 

we take outer facts (i.e., curriculum) and process these with our inner minds as well as outer 

bodies. Dewey’s observation that education has historically been an opposition of forces from 

without and formation from within is applicable here. Again, I believe that the dramatic arts offer 

a means of yoking these as resources rather than causing them to work in opposition. We use 

theoretical knowledge and tangible lived experience as scaffolds to help us move through 

Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) and achieve the aim of meaningful education: 

understanding. Understanding is a personal, inner phenomenon that allows us to translate 

abstract knowledge into something that we can communicate to others in the outer realm. If one 

has learnt as opposed to merely memorized something, it is generally evident both in the ability 

to explain it (teach it) to others, and the ability to transfer the knowledge/apply the skill to new 

and unique situations. 
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Knowledge and Understanding 

“I like the word believe. In general, when one says ‘I know,’ one doesn’t know, one believes.” 
(Duchamp 185, emphasis in original) 

One of Sartre’s foundational claims is that “I always perceive more and otherwise than I 

see” (120, emphasis in original). While there is no explicit connection between the two, this 

same sentiment seems to be echoed in Polanyi’s claim that “thought can only live on grounds 

which we adopt in the service of a reality to which we submit” (xix). Here and throughout The 

Tacit Dimension (hereafter Tacit), Polanyi seeks to untangle the paradoxes surrounding human 

knowledge in and of the world. He states that disjuncture between knower, knowing, known, and 

knowable may be found as early as Plato’s Meno: 

[Plato] says that to search for the solution of a problem is an absurdity; for either 

you know what you are looking for, and then there is no problem; or you do not 

know what you are looking for, and then you cannot expect to find anything. (22) 

The Meno resolves this by proposing that all knowledge is a remembering of past lives. 

“Discovery” does not bring something new into being; it retrieves something that has been lost, 

something buried under the sediment of present experience, but eternally there. Plato terms this 

process anamnesis, literally the “loss of forgetfulness.”  Anamnesis resolves the disjuncture in 

theory, but is unsatisfactory in practice: “[Plato’s] explanation has hardly ever been accepted, but 

neither has any other solution been offered for avoiding the contradiction” (Polanyi 22).  

Polanyi’s own philosophy addresses the paradox of consciousness by introducing the 

concept of a “tacit” dimension. Observing that “thought can only live on grounds which we 

adopt in the service of a reality” (xix), Polanyi begins inquiry into human knowledge by stating  

“we can know more than we can tell” (4). He suggests that nature is comprised of “hierarchical 
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levels,” and that humans experience these through “tacit knowing.” The hierarchy Polanyi 

proposes is complex. He begins by refuting claims set forth by the mechanistic paradigm26 of 

atomic topography. According to mechanism, universal knowledge is possible because “an 

intelligence which possessed at one moment of time knowledge of the ultimate particles of the 

universe, their velocities and the forces acting between them, could calculate any future 

topography of the same particles” (89). Such arguments, in essence, transpose the unmoved 

mover of Aristotle’s natural philosophy (cf. Physics) to the more wholly secular realm of 

mechanical science.27 The flaw Polanyi identifies in these models is that the universe is far too 

complex a structure to ever satisfactorily be explained by one set model. A model as fundamental 

as atomic typography may provide a relatively comprehensive account, but is complete only 

within the confines of its own discipline. Polanyi refers to these limitations as “boundary 

conditions.”28  

He writes that “even physics cannot be defined from an atomic typography. We could 

not, for example, arrive at a principle like that of entropy without introducing some additional 

principle, such as randomness to this topography” (89). Explanations in terms of a discipline are 

not the same as explanations in terms of mechanisms founded on that discipline:  

A machine, for example, cannot be explained in terms of physics and chemistry. 

Machines can go wrong and break down—something that does not happen to laws 

of physics and chemistry. In fact, a machine can be smashed and the laws of 

physics and chemistry will go on operating unfailingly in the parts remaining after 

the machine ceases to exist. (89) 

The “machine” in this example highlights the fact that the explanations offered of any 
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phenomena by any field are constructed.29 A theory represents human understanding of observed 

phenomena, but it is always at least this one step removed from the thing itself.  

 Polanyi refers to the case of the machine as a two-level hierarchy and set of boundary 

conditions: the phenomenon of the natural world and the explanations of these constructed by 

any one discipline. Consciousness, though, is a multi-level hierarchy, as evident in humans’ 

composition and speaking. He notes five “levels” within our language, and ranks them from the 

“lowest level” of voice production up through vocabulary, phonetics, and rules of grammar or 

syntax. Finally, “the highest level in this hierarchy is the level of content or meaning. Meaning or 

content exercises control over the construction of sentences and the relations among them” (90). 

In any hierarchy, be it scientific or linguistic, the superior level not only controls but “represents 

the meaning of the lower level” (90). This production of meaning cannot work in reverse because 

the lower levels are essentially the tangible tools humanity has created in order to decipher, or 

bring meaning to, the whole.  

 This is not to say the lower levels are insignificant, merely that the boundary conditions 

of their creation are embedded in the problem they were designed to address: 

The meaning of the higher level cannot be accounted for by reductive analysis of 

the elements forming the lower levels...At each consecutive level there is a state 

which can be said to be less tangible than the one below it. The more intangible 

the matter in the range of these hierarchies, the more meaningful it is. (90-91) 

Consider a child’s simple jigsaw puzzle. When fully assembled it reveals a single, recognizable 

image—say a picture of a fish. Before it is put together, it is a pile of randomly coloured, 

curiously shaped pieces of wood. Each piece has empirically real existence and independent 
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qualities—this piece is small, curvy, and blue; that piece is large, angular, and red. If our primary 

interest is the puzzle piece in-and-of itself, then these qualities become the subsidiaries by which 

we understand it. If we are interested in fitting the pieces together, the boundary conditions 

change. The image of the fish (and/or the instructions for assembly) assumes the highest position 

in the hierarchy, and everything else derives its meaning in relation to this whilst we are engaged 

in the task of solving the puzzle.  

Outside of the boundary conditions of this task, both the tangible and intangible tools we 

use to reproduce the image of the fish may take on entirely different meanings and values. Visual 

perception, fine motor skills, understanding of spatial relations, and ability to enact these 

mentally-based qualities in a specific and goal-oriented way will help us to solve the fish puzzle. 

These abilities may also—either in concert or individually—help us in many other situations. 

The lower levels of a hierarchy gain their immediate meaning in relation to the higher levels, but 

are rarely, if ever, defined by a single hierarchy. They may take on different meanings and 

different rank within the hierarchies created by other boundary conditions (i.e., contexts).  

Creative Engagement 

Shifting one’s thinking between the various boundary conditions of everyday life is 

essential to our ability to function as sentient beings. Creativity helps to make these shifts 

seamless. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, a leader in the field of positive psychology, has written 

extensively on the benefits of creativity in everyday life. Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of 

Discovery and Invention (hereafter Creativity), encompasses three decades of research and 

scores of interviews with individuals across scientific and artistic professions. Creativity was 

once considered the sole providence of deities who created humans and the world; today, 
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Csikszentmihalyi argues, it is one of the defining traits of our species. Much like neuroscientists 

Ramachandran and Bolte-Taylor, Csikszentmihalyi draws attention to the fact that while we may 

share as much as 98 percent of our DNA with chimpanzees, 

What makes us different—our language, values, artistic expression, scientific 

understanding, and technology—is the result of individual ingenuity that was 

recognized, rewarded, and transmitted through learning. Without creativity it 

would be difficult indeed to distinguish humans from apes. (Creativity 2) 

As a scholar, Csikszentmihalyi’s most influential contribution has been the notion of “flow”. 

Flow entails deep immersion in one’s present task, and the resultant experience of genuine 

enjoyment of the process as well as intense focus and productivity in the outcome. 

Csikszentmihalyi believes creativity facilitates this bridge between right-brain and left-brain 

processes, or what Merleau-Ponty might consider interpenetration of self and world. Dewey’s 

conception of experience as the continuous and cumulative interaction (or transaction) of self 

and world is also analogous. 

Csikszentmihalyi frames the phenomenon as interplay of “the field, the domain, and the 

unconscious” (Creativity 102). He proposes that creativity “results from the interaction of a 

system composed of three elements: a culture that contains symbolic rules, a person who brings 

novelty into the symbolic domain, and a field of experts who recognize and validate the 

innovation” (Creativity 6). Each component is necessary, but not sufficient in-and-of-itself, to 

create the conditions in which discovery is possible. 
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(Creativity 315) 

In the above diagram “person” is analogous to “subconscious”. It is within the self that 

this phenomenon—so inner that its workings are not immediately visible even to oneself—that 

much of the work of creativity takes place. Csikszentmihalyi recognizes, however, that impulses 

that arise here are not of practical use either to oneself or to others unless they can also be 

granted material form. Once that creative “something” has been realized in the physical world, it 

becomes available to its creator’s rational, conscious mind:  

After an insight occurs, one must check it out to see if the connections genuinely 

make sense. The painter steps back from the canvas to see whether the 

composition works, the poet rereads the verse with a more critical eye, the 

scientist sits down to do the calculations or run the experiments. (Creativity 104)  

If the creator is satisfied, the challenging work of “elaboration” may begin. The idea that has 

coalesced into artifact for oneself must somehow be communicated to others if it is to become a 

truly outer experience and phenomenon.  



 
 

 90 

Bringing forth the creative something is substantially easier if one believes oneself to be a 

creative someone. Socially constructed notions that only artists are creative often lead 

individuals in other disciplines to think they lack this ability, but the capacity for creativity is 

innately human. Finding Csikszentmihalyi’s creative flow begins with unlearning the idea that 

one isn’t creative, and letting impulsive instinct take over. It involves shutting off the “left brain 

chatter” (Taylor 12) and letting one’s right brain experience the richness of the present moment. 

Immersion in the present may create the necessary inner conditions for creativity, but in 

order to utilize this creative potential and actually create it is necessary to re-engage the left 

hemisphere. Words are very often the tools by which we communicate, yet their own status as 

abstract symbols can present challenges when we wish to move something into the material 

realm. Csikszentmihalyi includes biologist Barry Commoner’s description of communicating 

ideas to an audience: 

Some of the work is extremely hard from the point of view of creating a clear 

statement. For example, in one of my books I wrote a chapter on thermodynamics 

designed for the lay public…It was the most difficult writing I ever had to do, 

because it’s a very difficult subject to put into ordinary lay terms. (Creativity 105-

06) 

Commoner goes on, however, to state that the difficult work of communicating his ideas to 

others is one of the most enjoyable aspects of his career. As I see it, this second problem of how 

to explain one’s work is also a creative act. Written language is a shared tool, but how we 

employ it in the explication of our work becomes part of the work itself. 

 Csikszentmihalyi notes, “one thing about creative work is that it’s never done”; 
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paradoxically, all of the people he interviewed felt that they had never worked a day in their lives 

because they “experienced even the most focused immersion in extremely difficult tasks as a 

lark, an exhilarating and playful adventure” (Creativity 106). Based on an interview with 

astronomer Vera Rubin, Csikszentmihalyi concludes that the flow of creative endeavours is 

simultaneously a joyful, difficult, and terrifying personal experience. It involves painstaking 

attention to a task’s minutiae, as well as the capacity to let these go and remain open to 

unforeseen influence from both society and the cosmos. One might expend enormous energy and 

effort only to have their discoveries proven “wrong,” or rendered unremarkable because they 

lead to conclusions already reached by someone else. Yet if one does not open oneself to this 

risk, there is no possibility of reward. Csikszentmihalyi suggests that Rubin’s notable discoveries 

regarding the dynamics of galaxies “was possible because the astronomer was interested in 

galaxies for their own sake, not because she wanted to prove a theory or make a name for 

herself” (Creativity 2). 

If ability to focus on the most minute details of one’s enterprise is important, so, too, is 

the willingness to let go of these and see them as part of something bigger. In Flow: The 

Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life (hereafter Flow), Csikszentmihalyi emphasizes 

that attitude is often determinant of outcome in terms of one’s work. While Creativity focuses on 

the work of individuals who have achieved the highest accolades in their respective fields, Flow 

examines the more modest—yet no less meaningful—successes (and failures) most of us 

encounter every day. It is perhaps a truism—though Csikszentmihalyi cites a 1992 study by 

psychologists Ann Colby and William Damon—that we do our best work when we believe it to 

be meaningful and not mundane. In some instances the tangible (e.g., financial) rewards of the 

work might constitute “meaning”, but Csikszentmihalyi notes that “contrary to popular opinion, 
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concerns for more money and security are usually not as important…in determining whether one 

will be satisfied with one’s job or not” (Flow 102).  

More important, Csikszentmihalyi argues, is taking personal responsibility for finding a 

way to enjoy one’s work. He suggests that there are three common obstacles that may lead to 

resentment rather than enjoyment: 

The first is that the job is pointless—it does no good to anyone, and in fact it may 

be harmful [i.e., high-pressure salesman; scientists working in fields like 

armaments or the tobacco industry]…The second reason is that the work is boring 

and routine, it provides no variety or challenge. After a few years one can do it in 

one’s sleep, and all it provides is a feeling of stagnation rather than growth. The 

third problem with jobs is that they are often stressful; especially when one can’t 

get along with one’s supervisor or colleagues who expect too much or do not 

recognize one’s contributions. (Flow 101-102) 

While not denying that these challenges are very real, Csikszentmihalyi argues that “the ability 

to overcome most obstacles is within our hands” (Flow 102). Even if material concerns and other 

life circumstances may lead us to work at jobs that are less than ideal,  

There are a great many ways to make one’s job more meaningful by adding value 

to it. A supermarket clerk who pays genuine attention to customers…can 

transform a routine job with ephemeral consequences into one that makes a 

difference. With increasing specialization, most occupational activities have 

become repetitive and one-dimensional. It is difficult to build a positive self-

concept if all one does is stock supermarket aisles or fill out forms from morning 
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to night. By taking the whole context of the activity into account, and 

understanding the impact of one’s actions on the whole, a trivial job can turn into 

a memorable performance that leaves the world in a better shape than it was 

before. (Flow 103) 

In the context of my research, work that students do in formal education environments is 

analogous to the work of paid employment. Fostering positive self-concept rather than 

resentment is one of the aims of education; the dramatic arts may provide a model of how this 

can be achieved. 

Participation in drama—either at the classroom, extracurricular, or professional level—is 

not always a utopian experience wherein the obstacles Csikszentmihalyi refers to cease to exist. 

Aside from rare exceptions such as malicious propaganda, it is unlikely that most individuals 

would characterize the dramatic arts as harmful to others, but considerations of them as frivolous 

escapism that does no real good are not uncommon. I refute this absolutely, but it is an attitude I 

have encountered more than once throughout my career as a student, educator, and practitioner 

of drama. The second obstacle Csikszentmihalyi refers to, a lack of variety and challenge, may 

also be present at times in drama. The third obstacle, stress and discord, is absolutely present in 

some situations in the dramatic arts.  

I would argue that this final obstacle creeps into every vocation at some point; in fact, it 

may be an omnipresent specter lurking in the background of many human social interactions. It 

is also the obstacle that I believe the dramatic arts are uniquely positioned to overcome. 

Csikszentmihalyi writes that,  

In common usage, the word “stress” applies both to the tension we feel, and to its 
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external causes. This ambiguity leads to the erroneous assumption that external 

stress must inevitably result in psychic discomfort. But here again, there is no one-

to-one relation between the objective and the subjective; external stress (which to 

avoid confusion we might call “strain”) need not lead to negative experiences. 

(Flow 106) 

Any dramatic performance, be it a presentation to one’s peers or a lead role on a Broadway 

stage, presents even seasoned professionals with some degree of this external stress or strain. 

Performance elevates the stakes; most of us experience significantly greater feelings of tension 

when speaking/performing in front of audience than we do when we are alone. What we do with 

this tension may determine whether the experience is a positive rather than negative one. 

Csikszentmihalyi suggests “people feel anxious when they perceive the challenges in a situation 

as far exceeding their skills…But the perception of challenges and skills rests on subjective 

evaluation that is amenable to change” (106).  

 Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) suggests ways in which we can 

mitigate this anxiety. In Mind and Society, Vygotsky defines ZPD as “the difference between the 

actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 

potential development as determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in 

collaboration with more capable peers” (86). Following from this, he states that to fully 

understand ZPD we must examine the role of imitation in learning. Contrary to classical 

psychology’s view of imitation and learning as purely mechanical processes, he argues that “a 

person can imitate only that which is within her developmental level,” illustrating his claim with 

the example of a child who is able to grasp the solution to a simple mathematical problem after 

watching her teacher solve it but unable to understand the teacher’s solution of a higher problem 
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regardless of how many times she imitated it (88). 

 (Culatta, 2012) 

 

In order to investigate the relationship between skills and perception, I turn to my colleagues.  I 

am interested in their experiences with assessment. In a formal education setting, authentic 

assessment of both effort and achievement is a difficult balance to strike. 

Staff Meeting 

Present: Amy (facilitator); Lara, Paul, Greg (teachers) 

Discussion Topics:  

1) Inner and Outer Experience  

2) Enacting Experience 

3) Learning and Being 

4) Performing Onstage and Off 

Amy: For the sake of argument, let’s say you’ve taught a particular student for a full academic 

term. When it comes time for summative assessment, is there any one thing you can point 
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to and say yes, they get it or no, they still really don’t? How do you assign grades in the 

art of human experience? 

Lara: You can definitely use some sort of grading system, but it’s not just a question of getting 

skill. It’s a question of attitude over skill. So you can say, John came into the course 

without the confidence to be able to do this, or the willingness to do it in front of his peers. 

John left the course with a much stronger sense of who he is, and a willingness to do it in 

front of his peers. He was able to use the skill in a way he wasn’t able to use it in the 

beginning. 

Greg: When I’m teaching in a formal education system and it comes time to submit my grades I 

get very grumpy. Ranking students and grading them accordingly is the ultimate 

summative assessment gesture because when the course comes to an end I have to assign a 

grade that is not formative in nature in any way—even if institutions like to fool 

themselves and say, “it’s just a grade, and it’s really just to let you know how you’re 

doing in your progress,” that’s bullshit frankly. Because the grade is what counts on their 

transcript. 

Paul: For a student actor, a lot of times they’re coming from having done some stage work 

already, so there’s an impulse to do it, and well...they arrive having ideas within 

themselves about how things work. Sometimes when they’re challenged, or put into a 

place somewhere maybe off their centre a little bit, it can be frustrating. They want to be 

here [gestures high above his head], and yet they’re not always willing to take the steps to 

get there. So it’s a bit about the work involved in the pursuit of excellence. 

As our discussion continued, we realized that the multi-dimensional nature of human experience 
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reveals itself in dramatic arts education so intensely that standard assessment and evaluation 

models may not be effective. I have run into the same sorts of frustrations as my colleagues, and 

wonder if Lara’s response might be the best way to frame the challenge. By acknowledging that 

skills are only one of the things we teach and learn in drama, we remind ourselves that the 

attitude one takes towards utilizing those skills also matters. 

Metaphors Made Literal 

In Releasing the Imagination, Maxine Greene writes “all depends upon a breaking free, a 

leap, and then a question. I would like to claim that this is how learning happens and that the 

educative task is to create situations in which the young are moved to begin to ask, in all the 

tones of voice there are, ‘Why?’” (6, emphasis in original). Greene questions how social 

institutions can remain vital when they remain bound in the discourse of the past: “how can the 

extinguished light be lit again so that teachers and learners can appear before one another and 

show, in speech and action, who they are and what they can do?”. She suggests that the literary 

arts may help illuminate, “largely because literature, unlike documentary material, resonates” 

(44). While there is absolutely a place for hard truths and documented facts in education, I agree 

with Greene: alone, these are not enough. There must also be a place for the personal truths and 

individual meanings we find in imagination. 

To illustrate the power of literary image, Greene cites the “noxious cloud” in Don 

DeLillo’s 1985 novel White Noise. Factually speaking, this cloud is the product of a chemical 

spill near the protagonist’s home. Because the cloud is invisible it lends itself to metaphor. One 

character considers the catastrophic threat less serious than the daily bombardment of radiation 

from household appliances. Another shelters his psyche from the immediate danger by losing 
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himself in allusions to Nazi Germany. Greene’s overarching thesis is that while we can “attempt 

to make sense of the cloud—literal sense, technical sense, even semiotic sense—at least in 

relation to popular culture” (44), its true meaning remains elusive to the layperson.  

If we trust the experts alone to tell us the story of the noxious cloud, we distance 

ourselves from its true meaning. Scientists in Mylex suits who rush to investigate the spill have 

important things to contribute to collective understanding of such an event, but if we take their 

facts as the only relevant truths then we exclude ourselves from the conversation. This is one of 

DeLillo’s themes, too: when we fail to assert agency, even catastrophes, which affect us directly, 

are reduced to white noise. 

Greene is right about the literary arts, but the resonance of literature is amplified when we 

make the move from words on a page to experiences on a stage. The dramatic arts allow us to 

physically inhabit the stories of others in a way that makes them tangibly ours as well. When we 

portray a character, we experience the story from their perspective rather than merely our own. 

While reading about that perspective in a work of literature certainly makes us aware of it, the 

visceral experience of voicing the character’s views and enacting their cognition gives us a 

greater sense of the similarities and differences between how they see the world and how we do. 

The aim of drama is by no means to convince one to permanently adopt an alternate perspective 

as one’s own, but the embodied and enacted experience of the perspective as real underscores the 

possibility that it is valid.   

The Ways We Communicate (or Fail To) 

 In many ways, the difference between Merleau-Ponty’s epistemology and Dewey’s is a 

matter of symbol (word) and not content. The word I use when I write about Merleau-Ponty is 
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usually “phenomenology,” but Merleau-Ponty places enough emphasis on the impossibility of 

transcending history that his thinking also might be described as “a kind of relativism…we can 

never grasp the world in its totality but we grasp it according to the mode in which we inhabit it. 

Humans can only understand the world as it is revealed and uncovered to humans with our 

specific forms of being-in-the-world” (Moran 430, emphasis in original). Moran is talking about 

Merleau-Ponty, but if I did not know this I would readily believe it could be Dewey. Or, for that 

matter, Moran’s words might describe another phenomenologist (e.g., Sartre) or pragmatist (e.g., 

Pierce, James).  

There are a lot of times when we are all trying to express the same basic ideas, but wind 

up confusing rather than clarifying the matter when we start to put those ideas into words and 

engage in conversation with others. I ran into a head-on collision with this during the 

comprehensive examinations of my doctoral candidacy. I self-talked my way through requested 

revisions to my formal dissertation proposal: 

What strikes me most is that I made it all the way to the second year and final 

comprehensive examination of a doctoral program before realizing that discombobulation 

was the defining characteristic of my research-instrument self.  

During the oral defense of my proposal, I found myself tied in mental—and thus verbal—

knots when it came time to explain precisely what I meant when I said that 

“phenomenology” was part of my theoretical framework, but that my research method 

might best be described as “heuristic inquiry”. As I understand it, phenomenology’s 

paradigm is science (Husserl’s intent was to develop a system for standardizing philosophy 

to scientific standards). My own paradigm is art.  
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A rose is a rose is a rose and all, but is the precise language of academia a help, a 

hindrance, or is it both? Thinking about the specificity of language is definitely a good 

thing (even if I didn’t think so in the midst of my phenomenological knots!), and choosing 

one’s words carefully is useful whether you’re trying to pass an exam, teach a class, or 

merely have a friendly conversation. But at the same time... 

Sometimes words stop facilitating communication and become more like secret 

passwords—codes designed to keep people out. Even if this function isn’t intended, it 

happens: I haven’t got a clue how to discuss phenomenology in Cantonese, Farsi, or 

virtually any language other than English. Fair enough. But when ‘it’s all Greek to me’ 

during a discussion in English with my professors and colleagues... Houston, we have a 

problem. 

Reflective teaching practice involves ongoing awareness of paradigmatic reflections, and 

so my own challenges in reporting this study have granted me considerable insight into the 

challenges my students must face at times. The feeling of English-as-a-foreign-language may be 

particularly pronounced in the dramatic arts, for it is an inherently experiential subject to teach 

and to learn. English is my native tongue, and my qualifications as an English specialist in both 

Canadian and U.K. teacher training grant me an officially advanced degree of linguistic fluency. 

However, the language I am most fluent in is the language of my other teaching qualification: the 

dramatic arts. Given that my research is focused on enacting cognition in dramatic arts 

education, writing this dissertation in the highly formalized language of academic English seems 

sometimes antithetical to the findings I seek to report. Conversations with colleagues pursuing 

other arts-based research confirm that this is a familiar frustration. In a phrase oft attributed to 

performer Martin Mull, “writing about music is like dancing about architecture”. Stanislavski 
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was stymied by this disjuncture between medium and message when he tried to leave a written 

record of the system he had developed so successfully when training actors at the Moscow Arts 

Theatre. Learning to read the language of the body is one of the core skills of dramatic arts 

education. I call this semiotic literacy.  

Semiotic Literacy 

As Greg emphasized in our interview, theatre “is a communication medium.” The aim is 

to create shared understanding between performers and audience, and the dramatic arts draw our 

attention to the fact that words alone are often insufficient as a means of accomplishing this. The 

nine-word play exercise included with this dissertation (Appendix D) is one of the ways in which 

students may explore how simple changes in things such as facial expression, vocal tone, pitch, 

and pacing, gesture, and physical arrangement of bodies on stage can radically alter the meaning 

of a line of text. These extra-linguistic factors are at work in off-stage human interactions as 

well; by making explicit use of them in drama we are helping students to understand the full 

range of semiotic tools they may draw on in order to become effective communicators. Words 

may be thought of as the skeleton of literacy, but the ways in which we embody them are an 

essential aspect of generating meaning. 

Something that sets theatrical storytelling apart from literary narrative is the fact that, in 

the former, both sides of the metaphor are literally present. Dramatic performance offers us the 

symbolic and the real simultaneously. We can be deeply engrossed in a fantastical world of 

wizards, yet all the while retain a subconscious faith in the laws governing our everyday reality. 

As an actor, I may have a script that asks me to portray a frog. Some of my qualities—the ability 

to walk on two feet, my human skin—may need to be concealed. Other qualities—my ability to 
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vocalize through sound, my ability to jump—may be amplified. Rationally, observers know my 

transformation from Amy to frog is symbolic. I am acting like a frog, but I am not actually a 

frog. No matter how convincing my portrayal, Amy exists in the same physical body as the frog. 

“Amy-as-Amy” and “frog-as-frog” are outside the boundaries of this portrayal. Amy-as-frog is 

the object of performance. 

“Theatrical storytelling” is a phrase Greg used during our interview, and it captures the 

essence of my central research question in this chapter: “How might a multi-dimensional model 

of human experience and cognition contribute to teaching and learning in formal drama 

education?” I didn’t ask my colleagues this question verbatim, but Greg touched on it in our 

discussions around inner and outer experience.  

Greg: I’ve never taught drama within a school curriculum, so that—as a term—means nothing to 

me in terms of being a high school drama teacher. When I’m a drama teacher, sometimes 

I’m an acting teacher—which is then considering inner and outer experiences from an 

actor’s point of view. But then, if I’m teaching directing, I’m talking more about the 

experience of theatre from...well, sometimes an actor’s view with a character so it’s 

physical embodiment or not; whereas for a director...I start thinking about what it means 

to work collaboratively.  

Amy: OK, so let’s set aside the word “curriculum”. Could you tell me your thoughts on drama 

education from an actor-director’s perspective? 

Greg: Alright, well then let me work from directing and then we’ll come back to an actor's 

experience. What should be our shared experience, and how do I evolve the machine to 

accommodate the experience? Everything comes back to that, absolutely everything; if it 

doesn’t there’s no point in being on the planet is my core philosophy. Ultimately, theatre 
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is a discipline within which that is most easily teachable, because if it’s taught properly, 

and it’s not just “let’s put on a show,” it’s always about what is the shared experience, 

what am I trying to do to an audience member. What experience am I trying to give them, 

what experience am I trying to create, what experience do I want them to have? Now, how 

do I shift and shape what I’m creating in order to provide that experience. It forces you—

if you are appropriately a creative artist—to step into someone else’s shoes. To adopt 

someone else’s inner and outer experience. You do it as a character, right, as a character 

you’re like, how am I going to turn this script into behaviour? I have to understand what 

is the experience that is occurring here, which means I have to try to adopt someone else’s 

experience. 

I have added my own emphases to one of Greg’s statements in the above excerpt because it is a 

central, yet often overlooked, question that both teachers and students must ask themselves when 

it comes to the study of drama. Turning a script into behaviour is what theatrical storytelling is 

all about. 

 Indirectly, Lakoff and Johnson also address this matter of embodying language. One of 

their critiques of representational/symbol-set/Cartesian realisms is this: 

Formal model theory cannot fill the second gap for an empirical reason as well: 

The meanings of the words and grammatical constructions in real natural 

languages cannot be given in terms of set-theoretical structures. Motor concepts 

(verbs of bodily movement), which fit the body’s motor schemas, since all they 

have in them are abstract entities, sets of those entities, and sets of those sets. 

These models have no structure appropriate to embodied meaning—no motor 
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schemas, no visual or imagistic mechanisms, and no metaphor. (101) 

When we do drama, we are creating narrative maps of the world. The material form that each 

map takes is largely determined by the terrain we wish to cover and the people we expect to use 

it, but our theatrical story is the hypostatization of archetypal elements. The story becomes not 

only a metaphor we live by invisibly, but one we live in for our brief hours’ traffic of the stage. 

In “The Fable of Xua-Xua, the Prehuman Woman who Discovered Theatre” (Games for 

Actors and Non-actors 11-16), Boal draws on both culture and biology to explain why theatre is 

not human whimsy, but human nature: “in its most essential sense, theatre is the capacity 

possessed by human beings—and not by animals—to observe themselves in action” (11). 

Though he does not have the formal scientific training of “theory of mind” scholars,30 Boal 

offers a similar explanation of what sets our species apart:  

Humans can see themselves here and imagine themselves there; they can see 

themselves today and imagine themselves tomorrow. This is why humans are able 

to identify, rather than merely recognize, themselves and others...To identify is to 

be able not only to recognize within the same repetitive context but also to 

extrapolate to other contexts. (12) 

Through the fable of pre-human Xua-Xua, Boal shows how the arts were essential to the 

development of minds that could distinguish between body and world, or self and other. Pre-

humans lacked recourse to even the “proto mundo”, or primal verbal language, yet were able to 

know themselves.  

Boal creates a hierarchy of three “artistic senses”—sound, sight, and touch—based on the 

developmental stage at which (pre-)humans may access them. Hearing is the first sense to 
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develop in a healthy fetus; ergo music is the “most archaic of the arts,” and the only one to be 

created before we are even born. In the womb, “music helps us to organize the world but not to 

understand it.” At approximately one month of age we start to see, a sense that grows more and 

more precise until as adults we see not just shapes but “a continuous flow of images in motion.” 

This, Boal says, is the reason “we need the visual arts—to fix images, to immobilize them, which 

is impossible in daily life.” Yet these arts “see reality from the outside;” the next art form in 

Boal’s hierarchy is dance, an art form that “penetrates movement and organizes it, using sound to 

support this organization. Dance is sound in flesh and blood.”31 He notes that the sense of touch 

is experienced between actor and actor and occasionally between actor and audience, before 

concluding that “the other two—taste and smell—are concerned with practical aspects of animal 

life” (13-14). 

Like Polanyi’s ordering of the “hierarchical levels” (90), Boal’s ordering of the senses 

and their corresponding art forms is not meant to imply innate superiority. Theatrical 

performance is not better than music or visual art, but in the context Boal has established it is 

higher because it consolidates the content and human use of these lower art forms. As Boal says, 

music helps a fetus to “organize” the world but not to “understand” it. The visual arts help us to 

“fix” images but they represent “reality from the outside.” These elements are important in their 

own right, but they do not coalesce into a form that allows humans to understand, or make 

meaning of, them until they are realized in the actor’s body during theatrical performance.  

Dramatic performance allows us to simultaneously act (i.e., organize sound, fix images) 

and observe ourselves in action. Boal calls theatrical language the “most essential human 

language,” and notes that the art of acting—observing oneself in action—is something that all 

humans do without being fully aware of it throughout their daily lives. In Boal’s fable, Xua-Xua 
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discovered this primordial art, and later, literate “men invented its artifices—building, plays, 

acting” (12). The only difference between the performance of life and performance in a theatrical 

setting is that “actors are conscious that they are using the language of the theatre, and thus are 

better able to turn it to their advantage” (15). 

While not claiming that theatre is superior to other art forms, Boal notes that it is the one 

that unites the sensory experiences central to forms such as the visual arts, music, and dance. 

Theatre is “the art of looking at ourselves” (15), and is a form of expression that enables us to 

experience the sensation of being beings that are both intimately connected to, and undeniably 

separate from, other humans as well as the physical world. According to Boal, “all feeling is 

comparing” (13); we can know what something is only by positioning it amongst other 

phenomena in our gallery of knowledge and experience. In order to hear sound we must also be 

able to hear silence, and in order to feel that a particular image, fragrance, or taste is good we 

must also have experience with ones that were bad. At the most fundamental level, in order to 

know that I am myself I must be able to feel the ways in which I am not you. 

 At a glance this might seem to validate binary paradigms, but upon closer consideration it 

is clear that Boal understands binaries much as I do: as functional, not substantive. They are 

cognitive bookends, allowing us to organize and analyze human experience in comprehensible 

chunks rather than its overwhelming entirety. I would argue that the dramatic arts are a way of 

spotlighting select chunks so that we can fully appreciate the ways in which binary bookends 

merely frame experiences that happen somewhere in the space between. Because communication 

and facilitation of shared experience are explicit foci of dramatic performance, the work we do in 

dramatic arts education allows students to develop the multi-sensory skills these essential human 

abilities demand. 
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Limbic System Learning 

In addition to using our senses to recognize and understand ourselves as simultaneous 

actors and observers whom are both connected to and separate from the outer world, cognition 

requires us to somehow process inner experience as well. Again, full development of our senses 

plays a role. Recollections dating back to the time we are about two are possible (Henri and 

Henri), but the further we move away from experiences the deeper these memories get buried 

beneath the neurocircuitry of more recent experience. With conscious effort we can often dig out 

hard fact like names, places, or significant events, but somatic Proustian gems like the way we 

felt when we tasted that first madelaine are far more elusive. Conscious or “intellectual” memory 

can be used to trigger spontaneous or “involuntary” memory, but so can sensory experience. As 

an inherently multi-sensory phenomenon, the dramatic arts may be particularly helpful in this 

regard.  

The Audition 

Following my delivery of the monologue I had prepared, the director asked me if I could 

possibly give him something from Shakespeare. Given that I wasn’t auditioning for a 

Shakespearean piece this felt like a surprise pop quiz on Renaissance drama in the middle of 

Canadian Theatre class, but, like the audition itself, it was a situation where there was nothing to 

be lost and perhaps much to be gained. My background in English and drama meant there were 

indeed Shakespeare memories somewhere in my brain, so I began the hunt: 

I probably really know it if I’ve taught it as well as seen, studied, and read it so... “To be 

or not to be...”; “Is this a dagger which I see before me...”; “By my so potent art but this 

rough magic...”? No, words matter more than staging and character do right now, maybe a 
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sonnet? “Let me not to the marriage of true minds admit impediments…” Yes, that one 

feels right, it flows through my mind so...breathe...feel my feet on the 

stage...ground...breathe...begin. 

The set of instructions I gave my brain for search and retrieval worked. I managed to perform the 

sonnet, not just recite it, and it felt good. Quick retrieval of buried memory worked because it 

was not just a keyword search process, but one that allowed me to use sensory cues as well.  

Perhaps the reason so many dramatic arts lessons have stuck with me is that they engaged 

my limbic system vis-a-vis embodiment. Drama is a multi-sensory experience, so perhaps I still 

remember particular Shakespearean sonnets because I learned them through a variety of sensory 

channels in addition to learning them as abstract symbols (i.e., words). The story in my mind 

while I was learning Shakespeare’s Sonnet 116 had a passionate courtroom speech feel and so 

things like costume (visual and tactile), movement, gesture, tone, and intonation each may have 

made subconscious links in my brain. Today, if I want to retrieve that file I have not just 

keyword searches but also somatic pathways that may enable access.  

This speculation is supported by a trick I use when trying to commit information to 

memory. Scent is a powerful memory trigger, and studying information in the presence of a 

particular odour may help one to recover the information in more vivid detail when the scent is 

present in the future. The reason for this is basic physiology: the olfactory nerve is located very 

near both the amygdala and the hippocampus in our brain. The former is responsible for 

emotions and emotional memory and the latter for memory in general, so when the olfactory 

nerve is engaged we experience collateral activity in these adjacent structures. Perhaps having 

busy neural neighbourhoods helps us to take advantage of information as a dynamic rather than 
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static entity. 

Even in literate culture, words capture only some of what the world is. They allow us to 

present to ourselves what is known, but if we are to communicate this to others they are 

insufficient. The meaning of a single word is shaped both by formal language (e.g., sentence 

structure) and informal aspects of communication (e.g., tone, gesture). Conscious use of, and 

manipulation with, these extra-linguistic factors in dramatic arts education may grant student 

actors a higher degree of semiotic literacy. Being confident in one’s ability to communicate with 

different audiences via different methods has clear value beyond the dramatic arts classroom. In 

my next chapter, I consider some ways in which we perform outside of theatres on the stage of 

everyday life. 
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Chapter 5: Life 

Introduction 

In my first chapter I established the parameters of my own research into inner and outer 

experience by looking at some relevant philosophical models of consciousness. Viewed as a 

spectrum, I suggested that solipsism represents the inner extreme, and scientific materialism the 

outer. Descartes’s cogito has, arguably, dominated Western paradigms of consciousness since the 

seventeenth century.32 It is more thorough than solipsism in that it acknowledges both poles of 

the spectrum, yet problematic in that it reinforces this dualism and offers no means to bridge the 

divide. The impetus for my own research has been a sense that while dualities do exist, they do 

not provide sufficient basis for a model that explains the nuances of human consciousness and 

cognition. More recent models such as embodied cognition and enactive cognition provide a 

better framework for discussing human experience by allowing it to be understood less in 

absolutes and more as a process of ongoing engagement with the world. I have still found them 

limiting, as they position cognition as a noun rather than a verb. This lack of dynamism has led 

me to extend their boundaries, and develop my own model: enacting cognition. My hypothesis is 

that such a model might allow me to discuss drama and education meaningfully in practical, not 

just theoretical, terms. 

From the situated perspective I approached this study with, my focus in Chapter 5 (Life) 

is as elemental as the subject of Chapter 2 (Embodiment)33. Chapters 3 (Experience) and 4 

(Learning) address the very different stories we have and meanings we make. Life is the forum 

in which our bodies enact each narrative. The stories we tell ourselves silently, and at times 

subconsciously, make up the landscape of our inner worlds, while the ones we set free become 

part of the outer world. These outer stories are available to others, and are the basis of human 
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social interaction. Here, again, Dewey’s observation of the tendency to see education as a tension 

between formation from without and development from within resonates. By focusing on the 

embodied synthesis between these influences, which occurs when we enact our silent stories, I 

seek to illustrate the ways in which we may recognize inner and outer poles of experience while 

also realizing that our lives unfold primarily in the space between.  

My research findings in this chapter correspond most closely to the fourth question I 

began my study with: How might an understanding of embodied experience contribute to our 

understanding of human social interaction? My working hypothesis is that drama education 

allows students to experience theoretical constructs with their bodies as well as with their minds, 

thereby creating physiological and psychological pathways in the brain and experiential points of 

reference. Students can draw on these to guide them in new and unique situations beyond the 

classroom.  

Much like education, drama is both a muted and an amplified version of everyday life. 

Both provide a model of the world that is, allowing us to simultaneously inhabit it and step 

outside of it to question what else it could be. This phenomenon is more readily apparent in 

theatre (e.g., as the basis of the meta-theatre convention Shakespeare utilizes in Hamlet), but 

pertains to education as well. It is muted in that its stakes are lower than many things are in the 

grand scheme of human experience; it is amplified in that it temporarily raises the stakes of 

particular experiences (e.g., learning one’s lines for a performance in the dramatic arts; 

understanding derivatives thoroughly enough to solve math problems in education) in order to 

draw them into focus as the explicit object of study. 

Theatre lies at the centre of cultural experience in Western civilization. Our sense of what 
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it means to be human is informed to a very high degree by theatre, drama, and their modern 

incarnations (such as film, television, and radio). Harold Bloom has famously asserted that 

Shakespeare “invented” the human34 but it is evident, looking at theatre history from the time of 

Periclean Athens, that drama and theatre have provided an engine and a venue for many of the 

self and social reflections upon which our concepts of human beings as social animals are 

founded (cf. Martha Nussbaum, Fragility of Goodness).  

In his epilogue to Brain, Ramachandran observes, “science tells us we are merely beasts, 

but we don’t feel like that. We feel like angels trapped inside the bodies of beasts, forever 

craving transcendence. That’s the essential human predicament in a nutshell” (291). Based on his 

argument in praise of artistic mimesis as a morally edifying phenomenon and not a dangerous 

temptation I have to think that Aristotle would agree,35 and am certain that I do. In this chapter I 

focus on the ways in which the embodied experience of oneself as both a mere beast and a 

transcendent angel makes the dramatic arts particularly valuable as a means of preparing students 

not just for the classroom but for life beyond. 

The Practice of Everyday Life 

In the practice, presentation, and performance of everyday life it is to our benefit to be 

aware of ourselves as unique individuals whose identity is also shaped by our role as members of 

a greater community. In order to optimize our chances for positive personal as well as social 

experiences, it is also important to be familiar with our “audience” so that we can consciously 

choose the right persona and yet not become overly self-conscious/inwardly reflective about this. 

By audience I do not mean a formal body of viewers explicitly engaged in watching us act. 

Instead, I mean the fellow denizens who observe our behaviour as we go about the course of our 
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everyday lives.  

deCerteau’s The Practice of Everyday Life (hereafter Practice) explicitly seeks to 

demonstrate rather than narrate abstract theory by examining it in the context of everyday human 

experience. Recognition of environment, imagination, and embodied interaction as the 

triumvirate of human experience allows him to synthesize sociological, linguistic, and cultural 

theories of semiotics into a rich view of human consciousness and creation.  

Practice Chapter VII, “Walking the City” (91-110), takes its titular activity as a site of 

inquiry into how the practical experience of space and place is, like linguistic narrative,36 one of 

the ways in which we both read and write the world:   

Places are fragmentary and inward-turning histories, pasts that others are not 

allowed to read, accumulated times that can be unfolded but like stories held in 

reserve, remaining in an enigmatic state, symbolizations encysted in the pain or 

pleasure of the body. “I feel good here”: the well-being under-expressed in the 

language it appears in like a fleeting glimmer is a spatial practice. (109) 

With regards to my present research, deCerteau’s observation of the ways in which spatial 

practice creates space for personal stories in public spaces is highly pertinent.  

As we move through the outer world, we are subject to both physical (e.g., brick-and-

mortar buildings) and psychological (i.e., semiotic signs that popular culture has endowed with 

generally agreed-upon meanings) influences. At the same time, our active physical presence 

exerts itself on the outer world in these same ways. Some of our personal a-/effect on the public 

sphere is purely physical in that it requires no higher intelligence than that of an insect. For 

example, our footprints remain as a tangible trace of our presence). Other aspects of it are both 
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physical and psychological: if I repeatedly stray off the paved sidewalk and take a shortcut 

through the grass at a particular location, I will eventually clear a second tangible pathway for 

myself as well as others. Finally, some of the traces I leave in the public world are predominantly 

psychological yet also tangible in the sense that they represent a clear link between myself and 

others: if I stomp aggressively down my pathway in the grass I will offer different semiotic clues 

to my observers regarding my intentions and state of mind than if I take a blissful stroll. Based 

on mirror neuron theory, this will also affect observers on a physiological level. 

deCerteau animates the relatively static sign systems of traditional  (i.e., linguistic) 

semiotics by focusing on the semiotics of enacted human experience. Literary text (i.e., words on 

a page) becomes a site wherein meaning is not just reified but also created. Like Greene in 

Imagination, deCerteau identifies ways in which the act of reading a text “introduces an ‘art’ 

which is anything but passive…mutation makes the text habitable, like a rented apartment. It 

transforms another person’s property into a space borrowed for a moment by a transient” (xxi-

xxii). He notes that this practice began when “medieval poets and romancers” reinvented 

traditional forms; it is evident in books from the Middle Ages wherein “the text was framed by 

the four, or seven, interpretations of which it was to be held susceptible”; and may exist today as 

the result of a “productivist technocracy”37 that leads to “a whole society made into a book, into 

the writing of the anonymous law of production” (xxii). Significantly, deCerteau extends this 

discussion beyond reading to what we might more immediately consider the practices of 

everyday life. 

deCerteau writes that “the presence and circulation of a representation (taught by 

preachers, educators, and popularizers as the key to socioeconomic advancement) tells us 

nothing about what it is for its users” (xiii). His intent to “gauge the difference or similarity 
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between the production of the image and the secondary production hidden in the process of its 

utilization” bears striking resemblance to Dewey’s use of the experience of a work of art as a 

model for the richest form of human experience. In both cases, recreation of the creation is 

viewed as a means by which an object in the outer world gains internal significance for the 

individual re-creator. 

I recreate something (a social interaction, a work of art) invisibly. This conscious act of 

recreation is what allows me to possess the public entity in a transient, personal way. It is an act 

of apprehension, a necessary precursor to the secondary act of comprehension. Comprehension is 

first an inner phenomenon, in that it is a reorganization and reconstitution of sensory information 

into a form that may be incorporated into my mental schema of the physical world. In terms of 

social interaction, comprehension also becomes an outer phenomenon. I first must let go of the 

public entity (social interaction, work of art) as a proximate focus; my apprehension of it has 

only been temporary. I next must let go of the strictures of my mental schemata; these have 

served their purpose of enabling comprehension and are no longer immediately relevant. At this 

point, I must turn my focus outwards: in what physical environment and social setting have the 

apprehension and comprehension taken place? After evaluating this context, I am able to make 

my comprehension useful. I am able to select an appropriate way of externalizing my 

comprehension, and in this way my recreation becomes available alongside the creation that 

inspired it. The creation itself may be static or a monologue, but my recreation has the potential 

to enliven it by opening a dynamic dialogue with other citizens (my fellow re-creators). By 

offering a meta-perspective on human experience, the dramatic arts offer a means by which the 

stakes of the performer’s real life experiences may be put into perspective.  

When students approach me frantic with nerves before a performance or distraught after a 
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performance that they feel was subpar, I often remind them that so long as nobody dies, the 

experience is, in the greater scheme of things, not really all that bad. It is the same advice I give 

myself. While there absolutely are real consequences when a performance or lesson does not go 

as well as one had hoped, it is useful to realize that the worst of these consequences often exist 

only in one’s own mind. The dramatic arts make the idea of a do-over literal; the moments when 

things go wrong are fleeting and in many cases not even apparent to observers. Even if they are, 

there is no reason to believe—assuming one has put forth reasonable effort and is prepared—that 

they will not go right next time. 

 This is true in any discipline, but the embodied immediacy of the dramatic arts makes it 

most palpably real. As in deCerteau, the traces one leaves on one’s environment are 

simultaneously ephemeral and monumental. In the final chapter of Practice, he writes that “to 

eliminate the unforeseen or expel it from calculation as an illegitimate accident and an obstacle 

to rationality is to inderdict the possibility of a living and ‘mythical’ practice of the city” (203). 

The same holds true for the “cities” we create and inhabit on stage. Even when a performance 

goes precisely as one had planned in terms of technical elements such as lines, it is never the 

same as the performance one experienced yesterday or will experience tomorrow. Preparation 

and genuine effort are always necessary; yet even with these, deCerteau’s “unforeseen” is always 

a factor. Awareness of this, and developing the ability to look for and adapt to new possibilities 

rather than immediately concluding them to be “obstacles” is absolutely one of the skills fostered 

in dramatic arts education.  

Presentation 

Much like deCerteau’s similarly titled work, Erving Goffman’s The Presentation of Self 
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in Everyday Life (referred to hereafter as Presentation) approaches semiotics from a practical 

rather than theoretical standpoint. Goffman makes explicit use of theatrical performance and 

dramaturgy as metaphors for everyday life, and he is interested primarily in context and the 

dynamics of audience reception.  

In paralleling everyday activities with drama, Goffman uses the term “performance” to 

refer to those things that we do in the presence of observers. This parallels Jerzy Grotowski’s 

definition of theatre as that which takes places between a performer and at least one audience 

member (19); the difference for Goffman is that these performances do not necessarily take place 

in spaces that we recognize as theatrical. Further, Goffman suggests that everyone everywhere is 

playing a “role”. He draws a distinction between “sincere performance”, wherein the role-

playing is subconscious and largely invisible to both performer and observer, and “cynical 

performance”, wherein at least the performer (and possibly the audience) is conscious of the fact 

that the role played is not quite an authentic expression of self: 

At one extreme, one finds that the performer can be fully taken in by his own act; 

he can be sincerely convinced that the impression of reality which he stages is the 

real reality. When his audience is also convinced in this way about the show he 

puts on—and this seems to be the typical case—then for the present moment at 

least, only the sociologist or the socially disgruntled will have any doubts about 

the “realness” of what is presented. At the other extreme, we find that the 

performer may not be taken in at all by his own routine. This possibility is 

understandable, since no one is in quite as good an observational position to see 

through the act as the person who puts it on…When the individual has no belief in 

his own act and no ultimate concern with the beliefs of his audience, we may call 
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him cynical, reserving the term “sincere” for individuals who believe in the 

impression fostered by their own performance. (17-18)  

As I see it, sincere performance is presentation of one’s true self, and cynical is representation of 

that self in order to make particular qualities more or less visible in accordance with what one 

hopes to achieve. Sincere is pre-reflective; cynical is post-.  

If a child wakes up feeling genuinely unwell and petitions mom and dad for a sick day in 

lieu of school, this is a sincere performance. It is a presentation of reality. The child is 

(unconsciously) performing by displaying as well as stating a heightened version of reality—if 

they concealed their cough, congestion, and other flu symptoms, parents might not grant “I’m 

sick” the consideration it merited. If, on the other hand, that same child feels only slightly under 

the weather but plays up symptoms in order to appear sick enough to be granted a day in bed, the 

performance is cynical. It is a conscious manipulation and selective presentation of reality in 

furtherance of something other than the child’s stated purpose of rest and recovery from illness.  

In order to understand Goffman’s use of theatre as a metaphor for understanding 

sociological interaction, it is also necessary to understand the terminology he develops in Frame 

Analysis (hereafter Frame). A “frame”— of or for interaction—is the culturally constructed and 

generally accepted understanding of the meaning and organizational premises of interaction. It 

may be thought of as the largely invisible, subconsciously enacted set of rules that make it 

possible for me to complete the distal components of an everyday task whilst my conscious 

attention is focused on the proximate aspects unique to each particular enactment of said task.  

Generally speaking, frames mediate what we would consider positive, unremarkable 

experiences. Frames are roughly analogous to Piaget’s schema: basic building blocks of 
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knowledge that allow us to organize behaviour. Over the course of my lifetime I have developed 

a “primary framework” for phenomena I encounter routinely, and each of these frames “allows 

its user to locate, perceive, identify, and label a seemingly infinite number of concrete 

occurrences defined in its terms” (Frame 21). Very few experiences of everyday phenomenon 

are remarkable. The few that do stand out are the ones in which something unexpected occurred 

to change the experience into what Dewey would call an experience. They are the occasions on 

which something about my experience was remarkable enough to alter the experience's value in 

my mental framework of activities and meanings.  

Goffman refers to these unexpected things as “breaking frame”: acts that temporarily 

disrupt or redefine the frame. It is normally negative experiences that break the frame and cause 

us to “reframe” events or acts by ordering them into a new frame. By negative, Goffman means 

“negative in the sense that it takes its character from what it is not, and what it is not is an 

organized and organizationally affirmed response” (Frame 379).  

Goffman understands experience as an individual’s “stream of framed activity”, and 

states that the potential qualities of that experience may fall somewhere along a spectrum of 

“boredom at one end (including the kind that is a defensive response to a compelling 

preoccupation), [and] nearly full engagement at the other” (378). When, for whatever reason, 

something about the experience causes it to register in the latter end of that spectrum, the 

experience has become a “negative experience.” The individual is so aware of what is taking 

place that they are able to momentarily perceive both the normally-invisible “frame”, and to 

recognize the resultant need to “reframe” the frame. Reframing is the correlate to negative 

experience, and may be understood as the “positive” side of the frame break. 
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Goffman uses the concept of “bracketing” to explain the ways in which we enclose the 

private phenomenon of framing/breaking frame/reframing so that it does not interfere with the 

larger public frames of culture as a whole. For example, we have socially accepted rituals that 

allow us to act differently in some settings and situations than in others. This allows us to feel 

comfortable when we are required to do things such as disrobe in front of near-strangers in a 

doctor’s office, or publicly display intense private emotions as we might at a wedding or a 

funeral. Crucial to my work here, bracketing also accounts for the fact that we can see a murder 

unfold before us in the theatre and feel it to be real on a visceral level, yet still not follow our 

fight-or-flight response to the same extent we would if we saw this event take place when we 

were in a non-theatrical space. 

In addition to the “practice” and “presentation” of everyday life, I am interested in the 

performance of self in non-theatrical contexts. My colleagues and I discuss what dramatic arts 

education may do to help students with the performance of everyday life. 

Staff Meeting 

Present: Amy (facilitator); Lara, Paul, Greg (teachers) 

Discussion Topics:  

1) Inner and Outer Experience  

2) Enacting Experience 

3) Learning and Being 

4) Performing Onstage and Off 
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Amy: Most research suggests that education is effective when students can make connections 

between what is taught in the classroom and life beyond. Do you think what we do in the 

dramatic arts supports this bridge? 

Lara: We’ve talked about the idea that you have an inner reality, and then if you’re trying to 

communicate effectively with people there are certain skills you need to develop. From 

that perspective, drama education develops incredibly useful tools and skills. If you can 

communicate effectively, people no longer have to guess at what it is you mean. And if 

they are guessing, you’re more receptive to this and might be able to change your 

approach. In other words, you’re better at communicating inner thoughts or sharing your 

experiences with people, which is very useful. You’re also better at empathizing—that’s 

incredibly important. 

Paul: Absolutely. Understanding the relationship between inner and outer experience gives you 

tools you need for work you need to do in class but also work you’d like to do later. You 

come to school and you have this metaphorical toolbox, and all we do is give you—no, 

help you find—new tools to put in your kit. At the time you may think “well, I’m never 

going to use this tool, I don’t in any way connect to it”. That’s OK for now, but who’s to 

say that five years from now you won’t take that tool out of the box, and all of a sudden it 

works! You can’t discount life experience, and you can’t discount the place where you are 

at that time. 

Greg: Theatre is a communication medium, so it’s about learning to both experience and inhabit 

or embody a story, and then communicate the story to an audience in a way that allows 

each member to process it. That cognitive processing is not simply rational/intellectual; 
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it’s compassionate, it’s empathetic, it’s sympathetic. It’s spiritual, yet it’s also physical. 

What you’re educating is not just how to be a good actor and experience everything that 

goes along with that, but also…how to appreciate an awareness of I am having a human 

experience, and having it in conjunction with other human beings. It is teaching 

experience. 

Communication, empathy, compassion, and creativity were mentioned by all my colleagues as 

skills that we develop in dramatic arts and might find useful in other contexts. Experience also 

came up, and I consider this to be the factor that illuminates all of these skills in the drama 

classroom or stage and beyond. For this reason, I prompted my colleagues to make connections 

between experience and transferability of the skills they believed we develop in drama.  

Greg began by discussing an “Exploring Creativity” course he had taught to post-

secondary students in need of an arts credit to round out their degree program in fields as diverse 

as finance, environmental science, and nursing. He considered this course to be a highlight of his 

teaching career, and told me that the rewards came from witnessing the personal transformation 

of his students. At the start of term, he had a class full of students who “were incredibly 

inhibited, and almost—to a person—stated that they aren’t very creative, certainly not in 

comparison to drama students…no, we’re not creative people.” Greg set out to show his students 

that theatre—and by extension, creativity—is about problem solving. Pedagogically, exploring 

creativity meant “designing a series of lessons that set specific objectives for students; giving 

them some limitations; making the objectives playful; offering the limitations, and then setting 

them to solve the problems.” 

By the end of the course, Greg noted a definite shift in his students’ beliefs regarding 
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their own creative potential:  

They all felt that they were very creative. They understood how creative thinking 

feeds their own disciplines, and that it’s not about making art, it’s about making 

creations. It’s about generating new ideas, it’s about thinking divergently. Many 

of them actually commented on the fact that they’ve started using some of the 

divergent thinking strategies in their essay work, or in their presentation work, or 

in their job interviews within their own discipline. They increased their 

confidence, not just in public speaking but in their ability to communicate their 

own experience of the world to someone else. And the value of their own unique 

experience of the world was altering their success levels within their own fields. 

In The Arts and the Creation of Mind, Elliot Eisner devotes a chapter to “what education can 

learn from the arts” (196-208). One of the “lessons” is that “there can be more than one answer 

to a question and more than one solution to a problem; variability of outcome is okay” (196). 

Acknowledging that there are many instances when educators rightly insist on a single correct 

answer (e.g., spelling, arithmetic), Eisner believes that arts education provides a necessary 

counterbalance. In classrooms, as in life, cultural conventions and factual certainties become 

more meaningful when their empirical validity is mediated by individual judgment and 

perception.  

The nursing students in Greg’s Exploring Creativity class undoubtedly took plenty of 

courses where certainty matters, and rightly so. Few of us would accept a healthcare paradigm 

wherein a broken arm was treated by x-raying the foot, or the standardized dosing guidelines for 

medication were ignored because the nurse decided to make an aesthetic judgment rather than 
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rely on scientific instruments and mathematical calculations. Yet if formulas and algorithms 

alone could provide the answers, there would be no place for humans in the profession. Eisner 

argues that in arts education “the body is engaged, the source of information is visceral, the 

sensibilities are employed to secure experience that makes it possible to render a judgment and to 

act upon it” (201). His belief that bringing artistic as well as scientific consideration to 

perception and evaluation is fundamental to good work across a wide range of academic 

disciplines is substantiated by Greg’s observation that students who characterized themselves as 

“not creative” flourished when they released this inhibition and explored their own creative 

potential.  

Lara and I talked about the fact that one of the largest hurdles young students must 

overcome in order to succeed in drama is self-doubt. As she described it, “you get past that block 

when you’re able to use new neurological pathways. Drama is like building pathways in your 

brain.” I believed this wholeheartedly from the outset of my study, but Lara’s statement made me 

realize that I had yet to really test it.  

The metaphysical insight that theatre positions one to benefit from is less meaningful if 

the experience of being in the drama is less tangible than the experience of observing it from the 

outside. My own rationalization of not needing to test myself as an actor because teaching, 

presenting papers in class or at conferences, and the like, were close enough to acting missed the 

very point of my research. Imagining myself as an actor about to step onstage before a critical 

audience likely helped me to succeed at these analogous tasks, but without enacting what I 

imagined it is impossible to know. Claims regarding the value of experiencing both sides of a 

metaphor—in this case, performing on a theatrical stage and performing in everyday life—are 

somewhat empty if the researcher’s own connection to the experience remains theoretical. It was 
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for this reason that I included reflections on my own experience to this dissertation. 

As I write this, the play I auditioned for and was cast in has just opened. Through 

rehearsals and in the first two nights of performance, I am struck by several things. First, I often 

instinctively step out of my role as actor in order to offer ideas and assistance to those working 

on other aspects of production. This is not necessarily a bad thing, but does suggest I am seeking 

the reassurance of familiar roles in order to boost my confidence as I attempt something new 

Next, dressing rooms are important. They are a place to change into one’s costume, of course, 

but they are also a place to change into one’s character. I had underestimated the need for space 

to complete this transformation. Third, the audience plays a tremendous role in the production. 

From behind-the-scenes I had realized that their response could influence the actors, but onstage 

this influence became palpable. When the audience laughed at my character’s jokes, I actually 

became a funnier person than I had been when I rehearsed the role with my cast mates. Finally, 

the entire experience is exhilarating. My nerves propel rather than inhibit me, and succeeding at 

something while still feeling as though I could do better (and believing I will do better 

tomorrow) is a tremendous experience. 

I expect that my understanding of the experience will grow as time passes and I am able 

to reflect on it from without as well as within, but my current proximity offers a window into the 

experience itself (Sartre’s en-soi) in addition to the reflective experience (pour-soi) that I may 

benefit from later. The very act of articulating my experience, of course, distances me from it 

enough to illustrate the flaw inherent in most critiques of phenomenology as a research method: 

my description of the experience is inescapably subjective, whereas the experience itself has an 

empirical reality that transcends words. My response to this is twofold. First, whereas phenome-

nology’s paradigm is scientific standardization, the paradigm, which has guided me in this re-
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search, is artistic possibility. The experience of theatre provides strong evidence for the idea that 

the two are not mutually exclusive. Multiple perspectives on the same objectively verifiable ob-

ject or event heighten its reality rather than diminish it. If something exists in the physical world, 

its reiteration as an experience in my body, concept in my mind, and thing granted meaning by 

my conscious effort to communicate something about it to others deepen its resonance.  

Rehearsal for Everyday Life 

Augusto Boal famously called theatre a “rehearsal for revolution” (Theatre of the 

Oppressed, 17); I expand this to suggest that it is a rehearsal for everyday life. Unlike many of 

Boal’s participants, I have never practised drama in spaces where socio-political upheavals 

created situations that were literally life-or-death. That Boal did, and that his efforts were often a 

successful means of peacefully empowering marginalized populations, grants credence to my 

belief that theatre creates space for safe yet still meaningful exploration of life beyond the stage. 

While my own students have not been rehearsing for revolutions in the literal sense, I would 

argue that life itself—particularly for youth—may be thought of as a series of metaphorical 

revolutions. The selves we are and belief systems we inhabit must frequently be challenged, and 

sometimes broken down, in order to create the space necessary for realization of the selves we 

could be in societies we actively help create. Empathy—the intellectual capacity to recognize the 

thoughts, emotions, and attitudes of another, and to perhaps even vicariously experience these as 

one’s own—is one of our species’ defining traits. Mirror neurons, as discussed in Chapter 2, 

provide a neurophysiological explanation for this process. The dramatic arts offer insight into 

how this phenomenon functions in everyday life. 

 One of the reasons human be-ing is such a challenge to comprehend is that we are 
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necessarily trying to create a model from the inside out. The feeling of being me is the surest 

thing I have to go on as I move through life, and so both practical (i.e., my ability to interact with 

others) and theoretical (i.e., my ability to consciously understand and describe this interaction) 

models need to begin with myself. What drama does, more thoroughly than any other art form—

and, I would argue, any philosophical, psychological, or physiological modes of inquiry—is 

grant me the opportunity to simultaneously be myself and “be” someone else. If analogies and 

metaphors are the cognitive-linguistic tools that allow us understand human consciousness and 

cognition, dramatic performance is the thing that allows us to experience that which we seek to 

describe. By providing a unique means of experiencing “other” while also firmly engaged in 

“self”, we are actively bridging the mind-body divide. Dramatic arts education is synonymous 

with enacting cognition; by reflecting on the self-other experience we are increasing our 

awareness of what it means to be human. 

In the words of one of my committee members, Theodore Christou, 

I think the biggest challenge for Ontario schools, or any school system, is to 

define in a clear sense what they mean by an educated person. What is education 

for? What kind of habits are we cultivating? I think (those questions) haven't been 

adequately answered, and as a result the pressures to improve language and math 

scores have taken away time they could be spending with art, with dance, with 

music, with poetry, with all kinds of more humanistic approaches to learning. 

(Christou, qtd. in Pratt-Campbell)  

A published poet as well as a professor of education history and philosophy, Christou 

emphasizes the need to consider education in relation to the individual in the world, not just the 
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individual in the classroom. His views are in keeping with many of the canonical thinkers I have 

discussed throughout this dissertation (e.g., Aristotle, Dewey, Greene, Boal), and reminiscent of 

points raised in my interview with Greg: 

Greg: If empathy is the basis of consciousness, there is no better discipline—period—for 

teaching compassion and empathy. Civics is not it. 

Amy: No, because then it’s purely abstract. 

Greg: Well, and civics is what purports to teach that, but I mean what is the way in which you 

get a kid most readily jazzed about a history lesson? You show them a really good movie 

about that moment in history. How does James Cameron try to communicate what 

happened with The Titanic? He pulls in two romantic teenage leads and you follow their 

story through The Titanic. It’s theatre. It’s the theatrical instinct, right, to tell the 

historical story through human experience rather than simply through describing what 

happened.  

I have added my own emphasis to Greg’s words. Telling stories through human experience has a 

well-established anthropological and ethnographical history, and predates literate culture.38  

Christou’s question regarding “what kind of habits [we are] cultivating” coincides with 

the research question I investigate in this chapter: how might an understanding of embodied 

experience contribute to our understanding of human social interaction? Earlier in this chapter I 

discussed Goffman’s use of theatre and dramaturgy as direct metaphors for sociological 

processes. Hannah Arendt also draws an explicit connection between drama and human 

behaviour, writing “theatre is the political art par excellence. Its sole object is man in his relation 

to others” (Human Condition 11). While too simplistic for the depth of research pursued in this 
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study, it is worth noting that the “world as stage” metaphor is firmly entrenched in the collective 

consciousness of Western culture. The Shakespearean soliloquy beginning with this very line, 

“All the world’s a stage, And the men and women merely players” (As You Like It 2.7.140-141), 

is perhaps the best known example of this. Our sense of what it means to be human has often 

been based on aesthetic as opposed to biological values. This makes sense given that the arts 

grant expert and layperson alike a visceral experience of the models that science tells us are true.  

Neuro-imaging can provide us with tangible evidence of previously invisible processes of 

the mind, but even a brain scan is an abstraction. The dramatic arts allow us to experience that 

abstraction far more intimately than either words or pictures can; we are on the inside projecting 

out instead of on the outside looking in. As a result, drama allows us all to understand more 

formalized paradigms of human be-ing because we can relate them to our own experience of 

being human.  
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Chapter 6: Consolidations 

EMBODIMENT: How might we understand the movement from inner to outer experience?  

Experience is an intrinsically embodied phenomenon comprised of the ongoing interaction 

between organism and immediate physical environment. One’s ability to function within an 

environment depends upon dynamic transaction between inner-outer; mind-body; self-world. 

The movement between these realms is best understood as the individual’s sensorimotor 

response to the inner and outer features directly relevant to an immediate goal-oriented action or 

task.  

Inner is only accessible through outer. What happens in the outer world, or what the audience 

sees, is meaningless and cannot be considered an experience unless the actors’ inner work (i.e., 

what they are trying to convey) is externalized in a way that others can engage with and integrate 

into their own inner schemata of the world. “The show has to go into the person and be 

processed so that the experience of the show is not the same as the show itself” (Greg).  

Words are a bridge between inner and outer experience. They are symbols, which makes 

them part of the abstract realm of knowledge, yet they are also the tangible elements we use to 

convey our experience to others. They enable shared interpretation and common understanding. 

Performance is a pathway that connects inner and outer experience at a deeper level of meaning. 

The embodied externalization of extra-linguistic impulse reveals the contents of one’s inner 

world more genuinely—though perhaps more ambiguously—than the translation of impulse into 

linguistic symbol does. 

A greater understanding of the pathways between inner and outer aspects of any given task 

allows me to better guide students in developing their own connections between these 
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dimensions of performance. 

EXPERIENCE: What can the embodied nature of dramatic performance tell us about human 

experience?  

Dramatic performance is essentially the performance of human experience. It is the actor’s 

job to make us believe we are witnessing the character’s experiences, not the actor’s. In order to 

do this, actors must re-present the character using their own body as the artistic medium. Both 

the actor’s experiencing self (predominantly right-brain activity) and remembering self 

(predominantly left hemisphere) are necessary in this representation. Both the visible body and 

invisible processes of mind are involved in the experience, and the experience will change for 

actor and audience alike in response to fluctuations in the immediate physical environment of the 

performance. In this sense, then, the human experiences of the dramatic arts are the embodied 

cognitive experiences of being human.  

One of an actor’s tasks is to embody the language of a script in order to share the story with 

an audience. This involves physical, mental, and emotional engagement with the words. 

Linguistic language provides a common point of reference between actors and audience, but 

merely reciting a text cannot possibly convey the nuances of meaning inherent in the words. 

Actors must embody the story in order to communicate its essence to an audience. When we 

observe a performance, what we are witnessing is human experience. The dramatic arts place 

actor and audience alike within the experience of storytelling, and highlight the multidimensional 

and transactional nature of communication and human be-ing.  

Experience allows us to enact theoretical constructs. It is a way of making the invisible 

visible via the movement of phenomena from inner (mind) to outer (body). This stream flows 
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two ways. External stimuli are absorbed into our interior realm when they are perceived and 

made available to consciousness. They become personal experiences that then flow outwards via 

the embodied performance. In addition to language, dramatic performance avails us of semiotic 

channels such as movement and tone as means by which actors may externalize their inner 

experience of the world so that it becomes an outer experience shared with an audience.  

A greater understanding of the internalization of experience and fluidity of resulting 

presentation tempers my expectation of students’ individual performances. I can modify external 

stimuli, or prompt students to adjust their disposition towards stimuli, in order to achieve the 

desired shared experience. 

LEARNING: How might a multi-dimensional model of human experience and cognition 

contribute to teaching and learning in formal drama education?  

We know more than we can say, and ineffable ideas might be considered a tacit 

dimension between inner and outer information. If we are able to transform ideas into language, 

we have captured them in a form that might allow us to share them with others. Selecting the 

right words is itself a creative act, as it requires one to imaginatively inhabit (empathize with) the 

mind of one’s audience. By understanding language as an embodied rather than abstract 

phenomenon, we remind ourselves that words are only one aspect of communication.  

Dramatic performance involves transforming a script into behaviour,39 and requires both 

linguistic and extra-linguistic tools of communication. Facilitation of shared experience between 

performers and audience is the aim of theatrical storytelling, and the skills to read and write a 

hidden script (e.g., I am trying to convey sadness but my audience is laughing; how can I modify 

my behaviour to help them understand my character’s perspective?) are core competencies in 
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dramatic arts education. Beyond acquisition of communication skills, dramatic arts education 

emphasizes that the attitude one takes towards utilizing skills may be determinant of outcome.  

Words (i.e., abstract, semiotic symbols) sometimes hinder rather than facilitate 

communication. This happens when the tools of formal language cannot accommodate the 

nuances of meaning inherent in how we use them. Dramatic performance offers additional 

semiotic channels; instead of merely telling meaning one is able to show and share it in a visceral 

way. This sort of extra-linguistic literacy may aid learning by increasing the number of neural 

connections made between language and an individual’s experience of using that language to 

communicate.  

As instructor I can be a first audience for students. The words of a script become more 

meaningful when actors understand how their performances are perceived, and have the skills 

and confidence to convey what they intend to. 

LIFE: How might an understanding of embodied experience contribute to our understanding of 

human social interaction?  

Personal experience of public properties (i.e., words and places) grants them a second 

layer of meaning. A word or a physical location has a generally agreed-upon function within a 

given community, and this codified value affects individuals physically, physiologically, and 

psychologically. As the world leaves these traces on us, we simultaneously leave them on it. Our 

use of properties may be considered performance if we are mindful of the fact that our words and 

actions communicate something about our unstated intentions.  

Drama is, above all else, a communication medium. In addition, the dramatic arts are an 

inherently embodied and experiential discipline. Students cannot help but internalize the 
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knowledge they are exposed to, even if they disagree with it or consider it irrelevant to their 

current lives. The abstract ideas studied in the dramatic arts become a visceral experience rather 

than a solely mental one; thus, they are integrated into oneself in a way that is more likely to be 

available to and resonate with the individual in new situations in the future.  

Enacting what one has imagined grants empirical reality to inner belief. It is a way of 

testing one’s inner understanding of phenomena alongside commonly held beliefs regarding the 

phenomena’s characteristics. Recognizing that one’s own experience of a phenomenon is both the 

most and the least important thing about it enables one to conceive of both self and phenomenon 

as features of a wider world’s practical and theoretical forms.  

Variations in external and internal environment affect the personalization of experience 

and therefore change the experience that is performed and presented. Knowing this grants me 

deeper insight into myself as well as others, and as a teacher I can foster this awareness in 

students. 

Journey’s End 

 By impulse more than intent, my writing process mirrored Dewey’s description of 

recreation as creation of a work of art. This dissertation is my masterpiece, and in order to create 

it I enacted the philosophies I employed. As Paul suggested, education equips one with a 

“metaphorical toolbox”. Words from the canon are one tool, and intellectual engagements with 

these words are another. My own experiences, along with those of my colleagues, help me 

understand how these words might be used on this day to disseminate that research. 

 Merleau-Ponty also echoes: toucher-touching-touched. Creator-creating-created. The 
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tactile realization of the ideals helps unify symbols. It helps align perspectives, and clarifies the 

domain of what matters. 

 Polanyi reminds me that I have known all of this all along. In order to remember, I 

disassembled ideas and reconfigured them. Their empirical existence remains intact. The reality 

of these symbols is verifiably fixed. The perception of the symbols and interpretation of what 

they mean is fluid. 

 A flow of creative engagement finds me at this point on this page. To get here, I 

continued to create even through times I felt convinced to crumple. Czsiksentmihalyi is right. 

This is my masterpiece. It matters. 

 From an embodied/enactive cognition standpoint, dissertation as destination matters, but 

dissertation as journey matters more. I began with research questions, moved through research to 

results, and now am ready to report. Detours from the planned path follow their own linear 

trajectories. Ours is not a two dimensional world. It has a here and there, an ahead and behind, 

and also an up and down and left and right. The direction I am facing is relative to observer-

observed-observation. It is a matter of perspective.  

Scaffolding from the “magic if” question I teach my students to ask when we study 

Stanislavski, I now ask them to consider this question as well: “What is my experience of this 

moment?” The voice that answers should belong to the character not the actor. The 

“remembering self” is always present, but it is the “experiencing self” who must be foremost in 

that moment. The actor must break free from the frame of their own experience in order to 

inhabit the experience of an other. The transformative leap from self to other is scary, but 

performing artists cannot be risk adverse. Stanislavski’s System offers a scaffold.  By entering 
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the knowable unknown in one’s own body, the actor maintains contact with the known. Fixed 

points of known reference—how this word sounds, how this face looks—may serve as signposts. 

Embodied points of known reference—this is how this ground feels beneath these feet—may 

offer reassurance (I’m on the right track). Enacting all of these things, along with foreseeable and 

unexpected changes to these given circumstances is how I put the things I know about this 

moment into the character’s experience of this moment. The actor’s remembering self can access 

the character’s given circumstances; the character’s remembering self can only access the lived 

experience of the given circumstances. The text may say that I say these words when I get to this 

spot in the script, but I cannot take for granted that this will happen. Perhaps today I say them a 

page earlier. At a later date, the actor can reflect upon why this happened and work on strategies 

to prevent it next time. In the moment, the character can only adapt to these new given 

circumstances and find a way to keep the story moving. When the show does go on, however 

imperfectly, dramatic performance is happening. 

One of the most enduring insights granted by the experience of acting in a dramatic 

production turned out to date back to the audition. In the piece I had chosen,40 a working-class 

character recounts a holiday where she tasted the luxury of leisure. I, Amy Cadman, am by no 

means a member of some wealthy elite. Except, as this character’s words showed me, this is a 

matter of perspective. I cannot eat every meal in a sit-down restaurant while relaxing with friends 

and wearing designer fashions. But I have done so before, and am confident enough that I will do 

so again that I rarely give it much thought. In the meantime, I engage freely in some of the 

smaller luxuries this character aspires to. I know where my next meal is coming from, and have a 

closet full of clothes that are clean, warm, and comfortable. Being able to choose how to prepare 

my own breakfast in the morning and dressing according to style rather than necessity are things 
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plenty of people—including the character in this script—rarely, if ever, experience. My 

character’s given circumstances are conveyed somewhat through the words she speaks, but the 

text is a left-brain phenomenon. In order to convey the significance of her words, I needed to 

find a way to move them from the proximate circumstances of my audition to the distal 

circumstances of the character’s life. This larger context informs the words as dramatic 

performance as opposed to memorized recitation, and to convey it to my audience I needed to 

employ right-brain processes. Their experience of the moments of my audition needed to 

harmonize somewhat with my own experience of the character’s experience of those same 

moments. My character was not auditioning, and so although Amy Cadman was I needed to 

conceal this from my audience. Rationally, we all knew the lived experience was a fiction. In 

order to succeed, I found ways to make us forget for a moment that this was true. 

 Moving forward, this model of enacting cognition may be enriched by data from a 

additional sources. It would be valuable to have students’ perspectives on movement between 

inner and outer experience in dramatic arts education. To obtain this, the research questions 

asked of canonical literature, experienced dramatic arts teachers and practitioners, and Amy 

Cadman require scaffolding in order to align with students’ frameworks of reference. 

 Another perspective might be gained by soliciting the perceptions of third-party 

observers. Individuals with no direct stakes in the task of dramatic arts performance and 

education could serve as an audience to dramatic arts education, either visibly by attending a 

class or invisibly by watching remotely. The research questions addressed in this study could 

offer scaffold to these participants’ possible perspectives. Finally, data drawn from emergent 

research in other fields could converse with conclusions reached here.  
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 Many of the lessons that I truly learned through formal education—ones that I 

internalized and am now able to execute tacitly, and only recognize their explicit origins when I 

deconstruct and recreate them when I consciously enact them as a teacher and dramatic arts 

participant—are ones that continue to evade my attempts to capture them as linguistic text. 

Writing about the art of human be-ing is like holding eternity in the present. Translating inner 

experience into outer phenomena, making explicitly known that which is implicitly felt, or 

synchronizing life as experience in the right brain hemisphere’s eternal present with life as 

journey in the left brain’s conscious cognition is possible if we understand the experience of 

living as enacting cognition. I think and I am, and together these processes are implicitly me. If  I 

think about thinking and am conscious of being, I may appear to be explicitly you. When I am 

able to harmonize these inner and outer way of being so that the persona blends seamlessly with 

the person, I am performing drama. If I am able to sincerely harmonize the various personae 

inherent in my person, I am performing life. Enacting cognition is the paradigm that fixes this 

inherently fluid phenomenon. 

 Each moment in experience may be thought of as the most important moment in life. To 

harness the richness of each moment in furtherance of successfully navigating the boundary 

conditions of a task, it is helpful to write a simple script of experience: 

What am I trying to do? 

What is preventing me from doing it? 

How can I resolve this opposition? 

Enact 
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What am I trying to do? 

Through practice and repetition, it is possible to reduce the left brain chatter of the remembering 

self and foreground the actions of the right hemisphere experiencing self. This infinite feedback 

loop of experience can become a feed-forward skill set for enacting the experiences desired. 
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Notes 

 
1 In a dialogue with Glaucon, Socrates explains the four grades of knowledge thusly:  

You have to imagine, then, that there are two ruling powers, and that one of them is set 

over the intellectual world, the other over the visible. I do not say heaven, lest you 

should fancy that I am playing upon the name ('ourhanoz, orhatoz'). May I suppose that 

you have this distinction of the visible and intelligible fixed in your mind?  

I have.  

Now take a line which has been cut into two unequal parts, and divide each of them 

again in the same proportion, and suppose the two main divisions to answer, one to the 

visible and the other to the intelligible, and then compare the subdivisions in respect of 

their clearness and want of clearness, and you will find that the first section in the sphere 

of the visible consists of images. And by images I mean, in the first place, shadows, and 

in the second place, reflections in water and in solid, smooth and polished bodies and the 

like: Do you understand?  

Yes, I understand.  

Imagine, now, the other section, of which this is only the resemblance, to include the an-

imals which we see, and everything that grows or is made.  

Very good.  

Would you not admit that both the sections of this division have different degrees of 

truth, and that the copy is to the original as the sphere of opinion is to the sphere of 

knowledge?  
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Most undoubtedly.  

Next proceed to consider the manner in which the sphere of the intellectual is to be di-

vided.  

In what manner?  

Thus, there are two subdivisions, in the lower of which the soul uses the figures given by the 

former division as images; the enquiry can only be hypothetical, and instead of going upwards to 

a principle descends to the other end; in the higher of the two, the soul passes out of hypotheses, 

and goes up to a principle which is above hypotheses, making no use of images as in the former 

case, but proceeding only in and through the ideas themselves. (380 B.C.E./2008, p.240) 

 

2 Modern scholars use the terms “Aristotelian”, “metaphysical”, and “direct” interchangeably 

when discussing this model of realism. See, for example, Lakoff and Johnson, 1999. 

 

3 Throughout Poetics and elsewhere, Aristotle often speaks of the dramatic arts under the rubric 

of “poetry.” In his time, drama was considered one of poetry’s forms. 

 

4 One of the most intriguing features of Epicurus and Lucretius’ ur-scientific materialism is that 

it provides a plausible and complete philosophy of the secular world (i.e., that which is known 

and/or knowable by humans) rather than leaving many huge questions (justifiably) unanswered 

by claiming that these are the province of the divine and therefore either impossible or improper 

for humans to answer or even ask. The respite virtually every philosopher since and including 

Plato has found in leaving such gaps is understandable. The reader seeking to engage with what 
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purports to be a secular text, however, is bound to be frustrated if its human author abruptly ac-

cedes authority to some spiritual being. Because Epicurus is one of the few thinkers not to in-

voke this dissonance—he does not deny gods’ existence, merely notes that their affairs are a sep-

arate discussion from the materialist philosophy he seeks to pursue—it is doubly frustrating 

when Lucretius insists on imposing his own spiritual beliefs on Epicurus’ writings. As noted by 

Simpson (2005), Lucretius ascribes to Epicurus the very qualities Epicurus claims excludes the 

gods from his philosophy: a “divine tranquility” entitling them to “live on immune to destruction 

in their perfectly compounded material bodies in the serene and cloudless spaces between the 

worlds (intermundia), perfectly oblivious of human anxieties and cares” (i.-Physics, ¶ 3).  Lucre-

tius goes on to cast himself in an apostle-like role, and periodically—as in the portion of De Re-

rum Natura I quote here—flirts with para-deistic privilege.   

5 In the years separating the Classical Greeks and Descartes, Augustine is perhaps the only think-

er whose considerations of inner and outer phenomena merits mention. His work does not pertain 

to the research questions addressed in this dissertation. 

 

6 Descartes first composed the French statement “Je pense donc je suis” in his 1637 publication 

Discours de la méthode pour bien conduire sa raison, et chercher la vérité dans les sciences.  

Respective English translations of these are “I think, therefore I am,” and “Discourse on the 

method of rightly conducting one’s reason and of seeking truth in the sciences” (commonly 

shortened to “discourse on the method”).  The Latin formation of this statement, “ego cogito, er-

go sum,” appears in Descartes’s 1644 Principia philosophiae, under part 1, article 7. In Princi-

ples of Philosophy, Miller translates this directly as “I think, therefore I am” (5). 
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7 The very lack of certainty that pragmatism champions may be partially responsible for the ef-

forts many thinkers have made to distance themselves from it. William James introduced the 

word into the American philosophical lexicon with his 1898 University of California (Berkeley) 

lecture “Philosophical Conceptions and Practical Results,” but claimed it had been coined by his 

friend C. S. Peirce and positioned it as an element of, but less fundamental than, his own “radical 

empiricism”. Peirce, in turn, did not denigrate the views of James but rechristened his own phi-

losophy as “pragmaticism . . . a name ugly enough to be safe from kidnappers” (quoted in 

McDermid, 2006).  Dewey did not disassociate himself from pragmatism, but generally referred 

to his work as “instrumentalism”.  In modern parlance the word “pragmatic” is commonly asso-

ciated with the sort of common-sense, practical truths that may be useful in everyday life, but are 

perhaps too “common” to be of use to the more refined thinking of specialized academic dis-

course.  This debate is beyond my present scope of inquiry, but I do not hesitate to associate 

pragmatic philosophy with my own work, even if it is not the only philosophy I consider rele-

vant.  Sharp delineation of ideological or disciplinary boundaries may be useful if one requires 

fortification for a particular epistemology, but I do not consider attempts to distance one’s own 

knowledge from communal knowledge to be particularly useful here. 

 

8 In Body Consciousness: A Philosophy of Mindfulness and Somaesthetics, Richard Shusterman 

credits William James’s Principles of Psychology as a pivotal text in Dewey’s career. Dewey had 

begun his career as an idealist in the Hegelian tradition, 8 and viewed the body as inferior to a 

transcendental soul. He was struck, however, by James’s “biological conception of the psyche” 
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(attributed to Dewey, Later Works, 5:159; Shusterman 181). Dewey hereafter wrote from a 

standpoint of biological naturalism, “convinced that our mental and spiritual life [is] deeply root-

ed in the physiology and bodily behaviour that shape human experience” (Shusterman 182). 

 

9 I make this claim because it is substantiated by my everyday experience as a healthy adult liv-

ing in the Western world, and questioning it would add nothing to my current research. It is 

worth noting, however, that I might well need to question it if I were conducting the same re-

search from a different philosophical/epistemological standpoint. Eastern pantheism, for exam-

ple, is characterized by monism: ultimate reality (‘Brahman’) is impersonal, infinite, non-

material, and non-conceptual; therefore, our bodies may indeed be an illusion (‘maya’). Or, as in 

a (fictional) world such as that portrayed in the 1999 film The Matrix, perhaps a large part of 

what we think constitutes reality—including our own physical bodies—is a post hoc rationaliza-

tion or illusion constructed by the left hemisphere of our brains. 

 

10 This is my own interpretation, but it is similar to the conclusion Lakoff and Johnson reach in 

Philosophy in the Flesh (1999, see especially chapter 7, “Realism and Truth,” 94-117).  Any the-

ory, by definition, should be testable beyond this point; the fact that I do not believe this one to 

be is precisely the reason I challenge it in my study. 

 

11 As the title of their seminal work The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science and Human Experi-

ence indicates, “enactive cognition” is not radically different from “embodied cognition.” Varela, 

Thompson and Rosch entitle Chapter 8 “Enaction: Embodied Cognition” (147-56), and quote 
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liberally from Lakoff and Johnson throughout. Embodied cognition is often considered an um-

brella term that nests several related fields. The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy entry on 

embodied cognition relates it to “situated cognition” (Smith, 1999; Robbins and Aydede, 2010); 

“the enactive perspective on cognition developed by Francisco Varela, Evan Thompson, and El-

eanor Rosch in The Embodied Mind (1991); and work on robotics and computationally intelli-

gent action summarized and analyzed in Andy Clark's Being There: Putting Mind, World, and 

Body Back Together (1997)” (Wilson and Foglia, 2011). 

 

12 The intensity of Emotion Memory-based training left a number of Stanislavski’s actors—

Anton Chekhov’s nephew Mikhail (Michael) is perhaps the best known—so psychologically 

wounded that professional intervention was necessary. The training was likely just one pressure 

too many for already troubled psyches, but it drained so many actors that both Stanislavski and 

Adler came to consider placing it at the centre of their training less help than hindrance. Stras-

berg’s Method has absolutely worked well for some actors, however, including notable successes 

such as Robert De Niro (Inside the Actors Studio, 1999). The larger point for drama teachers and 

directors to take away from this is that professional knowledge must always be tempered with 

personal awareness. Acting is by its very nature emotionally risky business; it may also be tre-

mendously rewarding, but only when all participants recognize and respect their unique psycho-

physical boundaries.  

 

13 Stanislavski’s texts are notoriously difficult to authenticate. For English-speakers, the need to 

verify faithful translation from Russian is a necessary but comparatively easy challenge. In this 
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research I relied upon widely accepted translations by Jean Benedetti and Elizabeth Hapgood. A 

larger challenge is, as Benedetti notes in his translator’s foreword (2008, xv-xxii), that Stanislav-

ski left much of his work in unfinished draft and note form that he never attempted to publish, 

not out of carelessness but practicality: “he attempted formal exposition in the form of lectures 

and classes but came to the conclusion that actors did not respond to this kind of approach” (xv).  

With this in mind, I have rarely assigned students primary text readings from Stanislavski but 

have, in my capacity as an educator, often drawn on his texts as the basis for practical work in 

my classroom.    

  

14 In my own experience, this sort of over-arching “Task” is frequently referred to as “Super-

objective”, while the “Bits” or subsidiary tasks Stanislavski refers to elsewhere in An Actor’s 

Work are often referred to as “Objective”. The former represents a character’s intent in the play 

as a whole; the latter their intent in a particular scene or even a single word or gesture. 

 

15 See, for example, Rokem, 1987. 

 

16 Translated directly from Latin, this refers to a “dark (obscura) vaulted chamber/room (cam-

era).” Its metaphysical principles date to the pre-Classical era and its earliest physical hypostati-

zation to at least the 6th century; ‘modern’ versions reside in numerous cities worldwide, often as 

interactive tourist attractions. Descartes used the camera obscura metaphorically in his model of 

the human eye, perception, and cognition. The hole in the wall corresponds to the pupil; the glass 

lens to the vitreous humour; the screen onto which an image is projected to the retina. 
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17 I have heard this claim made in lectures and conference presentations, but have been unable to 

verify it with a published source.  In his essay An Unexpected Alliance, Lee Siegel provides an 

overview of the “weird comedy of letters between T.S. Eliot and Groucho Marx” [Julius Henry 

Marx], revealing a different side of Eliot’s “famous defender of tradition, order, and civilised 

taste” persona.  British writer and critic V.S. Prichett describes Eliot as “a company of actors in-

side one suit, each one twitting the others” (cited by Siegel). 

 

18 As noted by Ryan, Dewey’s insistence on the inseparability of experiencing and experienced 

ran counter to both subjective idealism’s restriction of knowledge to one’s own experience, and 

objective realism’s assertion that “reality-at-large is experience” (2, emphasis in original).  He 

considers the methodology of “transaction” (defined by Dewey as the “right to see together ex-

tensionally and durationally, much that is talked about conventionally as if it were composed of 

irreconcilable separates” (Ryan cites John Dewey: The Later Works, 16:6) as a theory of 

knowledge most successfully articulated in Knowing and the Known, Dewey’s 1949 collabora-

tion with A. F. Bentley. 

 

19 Research has shown that this cross-hemisphere communication between mind and body, or 

brain and external stimuli, may also work from the outside in. Otolaryngologist Alfred Tomatis 

(PhD, Medicine) based his innovative sound-therapy treatment for autistic spectrum disorders on 

the fact that those who are “right ear dominant [hear most sounds through their right ears] can 

learn and interpret language quickly and accurately because their ears are directly wired to the 
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language-areas of the brain” (Nestor 245-46).  For the statistical minority of individuals who are 

left ear dominant, language delays result from the fact that auditory stimuli arrive in the right 

brain and cannot be processed until they are rerouted across the corpus callosum to the speech 

and language centres in the left hemisphere. 

 

20 I do not know where Taylor stands on embodied/enactive cognition, but her language here 

evokes the computational model of mind that, along with the representational model, is often 

challenged by embodied/enactive research.  Given that I have included only Taylor’s empirical-

ly-based synopsis of basic neurophysiology and not her theoretical work, this potential conflict in 

ontology is not significant. 

 

21 Dewey hesitated to write about truth, famously calling it “warranted assertibility” in his 1941 

paper “Propositions, Warranted Assertibility, and Truth.” Pragmatic “truth” was conceived of as 

a eulogistic predicate, applied to a meaningful relation between phenomena that could be demon-

strated repeatedly through empirical testing and evaluation. 

 

22 I am speaking here about mainstream schooling at the secondary and post-secondary levels in 

Canada. 

 

23 La Structure du Comportement (1942), translated by Alden Fisher as The Structure of Behav-

iour (1963); and Phénoménologie de la Perception (1945), translated by Colin Smith as Phe-

nomenology of Perception (1962). 
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24 First published in French as L’imaginaire, 1940; in this study I worked with the 2010 

Routledge Classics translation The Imaginary.  

 

26 In “Transcendence and Self-Transcendence” (1970), Polanyi says this worldview was “specu-

latively mooted by Galileo”, and most thoroughly elaborated in the work of French mathemati-

cian and astronomer Marquis Pierre-Simon Laplace (1749-1827). 

 

28 Polanyi’s “boundary conditions” and “hierarchical levels” are roughly analogous to the con-

cept of Gestalt (the essence or shape of an entity’s complete form), and thus may be linked to 

phenomenology.  Further, his claim that the tacit dimension consists not just of what we know 

that we know, but also of an awareness of the possibilities presented by that which we know not, 

is similar to Merleau-Ponty’s discussion of any Gestalt as both a “perception being formed in the 

things,” and a “transcendence” of the things that permits them to be understood (cf. The Visible 

and the Invisible, 194-195).  The scope of my present inquiry precludes a more detailed discus-

sion of these intersections. 

 

29 Similar metaphors for the systems we live by may be found in the writings of numerous criti-

cal theorists.  Amongst the most common are “apparatuses” (Louis Althusser), “technologies” 

(Michel Foucault), and “dispositifs” (Gilles Deleuze). 
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30 Notable contributions have been made by Simon Baron-Cohen, a cognitive psychologist spe-

cializing in autism and communication, and behaviour scientist B. F. Skinner.  The comprehen-

sive website  http://www.theoryofmind.org/  describes Theory of Mind as “an integration of var-

ious theories of the brain, mind, and emotions based in thermodynamics”. Significant contribu-

tions have been, and continue to be, made by scholars in such diverse fields as computer science, 

artificial intelligence, and empathy theory. 

 

31 Because Boal’s fable is set in pre-linguistic culture, and one of his overarching theses is that 

the human “mind” was established through semiotic communication and thus does not—in its 

most elementary sense—depend upon formal language, he uses dance rather than drama here.  

The body of the performer, though—whether we refer to them as a dancer or an “actor,” as Boal 

does in the following sentence—is the point of emphasis.  Dance and drama are by no means 

identical forms of artistic performance, but because they share the medium of the body, it often 

makes sense to consider them in the same (broad) category of performance.  Classical Greek 

drama explicitly separated and combined the two in its very structure, by featuring a limited 

number of individual actors (persona) and a larger number of actors who functioned in unison as 

the “chorus,” and performed the dithyramb, or hymn sung and danced as part of Greek drama. 

 

32 Descartes is entrenched not just in the academic canon but the popular imagination; “the cogi-

to ('cogito ergo sum' - I think, therefore I am) is surely the most well-known argument in philos-

ophy - it occupies the kind of place in its field which the Mona Lisa, Hamlet's soliloquy, or Bee-

thoven's Fifth Symphony, occupy in theirs” (consciousentities.com 2004).  For this reason, his 

cogito remains the subject of much debate, and its merit is continually tested against emergent 
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paradigms of human consciousness (including those that I investigate and develop in this disser-

tation).  My claim that it has “dominated Western paradigms of consciousness since the 17th cen-

tury” is based on two factors. First, because it is so well known it is sometimes invoked—both in 

academic and popular discourse—without fully being understood.  Removed from context, “co-

gito ergo sum” becomes an easy straw man for those wishing to challenge the superiority of 

mind over body, reason over emotion, and other dualistic hierarchies. I am challenging some of 

these myself, but am not challenging the method of skeptical inquiry that led Descartes to reach 

his now-(in)famous conclusion. Were he alive I imagine Descartes would enthusiastically sup-

port the efforts of thinkers who continue to engage with his paradigm, including those who dis-

pute it. Second, I have encountered few thinkers over the course of my research into conscious-

ness who do not make explicit reference to Descartes:  Merleau-Ponty, Sartre, Dewey, Lakoff 

and Johnson, Varela, Thompson, and Rosch all discuss the cogito intelligently and at length, be-

cause even though they do not agree with Descartes they acknowledge—as I do—an indebted-

ness to him for opening a conversation that continues to be worth having. 

 

33 As in Chapter 2 (Embodiment), I make this claim because it is substantiated by everyday expe-

rience as a healthy adult living in the Western world, and questioning it would add nothing to the 

research questions I set out to answer here.  Other worldviews (e.g., Eastern pantheism) begin 

from different a priori truths and reach different conclusions than I do in this study.   
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34 Bloom makes this titular claim in his 1998 book Shakespeare: Invention of the Human, but 

makes a clearer argument for its validity in his 1995 Tanner Lecture on Human Values.  In the 

first lecture (“Shakespeare and the Value of Personality”), Bloom states: 

Shakespeare’s art is primarily auditory and not visual […He] addressed the inner and 

outer ear, as well as the inner eye […] Are there, beyond language itself, any Shakespear-

ean values?  Do the inner and outer ear, and the inner eye, constitute adequate receptors 

for human value as such? The answer to these questions would help contribute to the de-

fense of aesthetic value, somewhat to the exclusion of most societal demands. Plato’s war 

against Homer is weakly echoed by all our contemporary politicizings of aesthetic con-

cerns. If there is to be an aesthetic counterattack, Shakespeare ought to be the field of bat-

tle, since Shakespeare is the largest aesthetic value that we will ever know. Doubtless 

there are values aplenty in both human personality and human eros, and I do not pretend 

to know what Shakespeare’s stance, as an actual human being, was towards most of those 

values. Pragmatically, though, personality and eros were for the poet-playwright Shake-

speare primarily aesthetic values. (5, emphasis in original) 

As Bloom sees it, Shakespeare’s profound and enduring influence on human culture may be at-

tributed to the fact that his writing transcends the tropes and values of any single time and place, 

and instead expresses something universal about human existence.  Bloom draws attention to the 

fact that Shakespeare creates humans so identifiable that not even language is a barrier to access.  

I believe that this is largely because much of Shakespeare’s work was composed in the language 

of the body and of performance as well as his own Early Modern English.  This grants his plays 
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in particular a dimension beyond linguistic constructs; as Bloom suggests, it allows him to ex-

press personality and eros as aesthetic and thus essentially human values. 

 

35 I base this supposition on Aristotle’s consideration of artistic mimesis as a representation of 

ideal forms that humans have not yet achieved, but have conceived of.  Even if these forms are 

‘real’ only in the inner world of imagination, the fact that they exist for us at all means that we 

may actively strive towards them.  Their realization onstage is an embodiment of our imaginative 

potential to achieve the ideal. 

 

36 I have omitted discussion of “speech act theory” from this dissertation, but it is worth noting 

that linguists including Searle and Austin use it to argue that, in some cases, language functions 

as more than a declarative that states factual assertion.  Speech can be an illocutionary act—by 

saying something we do something.  Austin writes of “performatives”, wherein the action that a 

sentence describes is performed by the utterance of the sentence itself (classic examples: “I now 

pronounce you husband and wife”; “I sentence you to twenty years in prison”). 

 

37 This is deCerteau’s own term for a phenomenon akin to instrumental rationalism and the mod-

ern fetishization of capitalist production and efficiency. 

 

38  In The Anthropology of Performance, socio-cultural anthropologist and performance studies 

scholar Victor Turner argues that:        

If man is a sapient animal, a toolmaking animal, a self-making animal, a symbol-using 
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animal, he is, no less, a performing animal, Homo performans, not in the sense, perhaps 

that a circus animal may be a performing animal, but in the sense that a man is a self-

performing animal--his performances are, in a way, reflexive, in performing he reveals 

himself to himself. This can be in two ways: the actor may come to know himself better 

through acting or enactment; or one set of human beings may come to know themselves 

better through observing and/or participating in performances generated and presented by 

another set of human beings. (81) 

Along with director Richard Schechner, Turner is considered a pioneer in the discipline of per-

formance studies.  The pair conceive of performance as something “between theater and anthro-

pology” (Schechner and Turner), and focus on performance outside of traditional proscenium 

arch theatre spaces.  In keeping with Turner’s perspective as articulated in the passage I have 

quoted, such performances are considered to be a valid alternative to traditional anthropological 

research methods. 

39 An actor’s behaviour is more expansive than the strictures of behaviourism (i.e., B.F. Skin-

ner’s About Behaviourism, 1974). As I discuss in Chapter 2 (Embodiment), it aligns more closely 

with Vygotsky’s concept of behaviour as one aspect of an extended “activity system” that in-

cludes inner and outer aspects of one’s environment.  

40 Wallace Shawn’s Marie and Bruce (1978) 
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Events - GREB Amendment to Approved Study Form. These changes will automatically be sent to the Ethics Coor-
dinator, Gail Irving, at the Office of Research Services or irvingg@queensu.ca for further review and clearance by 
the GREB or GREB Chair.  

On behalf of the General Research Ethics Board, I wish you continued success in your research. Yours sincerely,  

Joan Stevenson, PhD Professor and Chair General Research Ethics Board  

cc: Dr. Stephen Elliott, Faculty Supervisor Dr. Lesly Wade-Woolley, Chair, Unit REB Erin Wicklam, c/o Graduate 
Studies & Bureau of Research  
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Appendix B 

 

Interview Questions 

 

1) How would you describe the process by which actors externalise private ‘inner’ experi-
ence of the world into an ‘outer’ experience that may be observed by and shared with oth-
ers? 
 

2) What pedagogical strategies do you find particularly effective as a means of helping your 
students transform inner experience to outer experience? 

 

3) What are some of the things you look for as empirical indicators that students understand 
the process of translating inner experience into observable ‘reality’ well enough that they 
can employ it at will? 

 

4) Are there any common blocks or barriers that you find students struggle to overcome as 
they learn to express their inner experiences outwardly? 

 

5) Beyond the drama classroom/stage, do you see any benefit to students developing the 
ability to transform inner experience to outer experience? 

 

6) Are there any theories or practices that we haven’t discussed yet which help you under-
stand the links between inner and outer experience?  
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Appendix C 

Coding 

The keywords or thematic foci I identified across data from all participants and frequency of oc-

currence in the data set as a whole (i.e., all interviews) are: 

• Assessment (5) 

• Cognition (7) 

• Communal (8) 

• Communication (10) 

• Confidence (4) 

• Curriculum (6) 

• Embodiment (11) 

• Empathy (7) 

• Experience (15) 

• Language (12) 

• Life (9) 

• Performance (9) 
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Appendix D 

 

Nine-Word Play 

Working in groups of three, each individual writes down their name and two words to de-

scribe themselves.  This set of nine words becomes the “script” for a short scene. The rules for 

the scene are: each actor must speak at some point, there must be a five second tableaux (no 

movement or sound), and there must be five seconds of movement without sound. Scenes should 

tell a story with a clear beginning, middle, and end. 
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Appendix E 

 
Simple Script 
 

A: Hi 

B: Hello 

A: Do you have the time? 

B: No 

A: Oh.  Well... 

B: Beautiful day, isn’t it? 

A: I guess 

B: Are you OK? 

A: What? 

B: I asked if you’re alright, you seem a bit... 

A: Oh, that.  Well, you know... 

B: Of course. 

NOTE: This version of the “Simple Script” is meant as an exemplar; other variations exist. Given 
that the purpose of the exercise is to move meaning away from words and push students to find 
that meaning in other aspects of communication, it is only necessary that the dialogue be both 
brief and ambiguous. 


