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THEORISING ARTS AND JUSTICE

THE JOURNEY
CO-PRODUCTION AND PERFORMANCE IN
CRIMINOLOGICAL RESEARCH

Lesley McAra
IN THIS ARTICLE I explore some
of the ethical, practical and intellectual
challenges in undertaking ‘co-production’
in criminological research, and of utilising
‘performance’ as a mode of researcher
engagement. It takes as its focus a smallscale study about the lives of members of
an inner city Community Project offering
services to the homeless and those who
face ‘deep social exclusion’. The study is
part of a broader research programme
aimed at understanding the dynamics
of community well-being (Global Justice
Academy).
The ethos of this programme is to
conduct research with, on and for the
community; partnering the University
with the community and utilising
the University’s ‘institutional capital’
(resources, authority, voice) to promote
positive social and political change.
Engagement and outreach work are
treated as fundamental to this research
process (not simply the end point).
The research journey
Our work involved life-mapping
interviews with 20 participants (which
took place over the course of a year),
the construction of a performance
around people’s stories, and an ongoing
photography project of places, objects
and people that were of significance to
participants on the theme of ‘life in a day’.
Interviews
We co-constructed life-maps with
participants first by drawing a circle in
the middle of the map to symbolise ‘this
is me now’. Participants were invited to
talk about their earliest memory, with
the mapping flowing from there. Some
interviews lasted 45 minutes, others
several hours, some went on for several
weeks.
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Our team was given a weekly slot
in the programme of activities, and the
members who regularly worked in the
Project kitchen began to nurture us: baking
special cakes, making endless cups of tea,
recruiting participants for us, as well as
becoming participants themselves. Our
assimilation into the group reinforced a key
insight: that food (its sourcing, preparing,
serving, and sharing) is an important
conduit for building and asserting a sense
of community. Its exchange formed a bond
of trust, which supported the collaborative
dynamic of the research. Small gestures
matter.
Performance
It was agreed that the created
performance would form part of the
opening ceremony for the Project’s
refurbished building at which a Cabinet
Secretary was to be present. This element
was immediately dubbed: ‘Making the
Minister Cry’!
We worked for ten weeks with Emma
Hagen, a drama artist who had experience
in supporting people with mental health
issues and learning difficulties. Over this
period we explored particular moments
in all of our lives (including the lives of
the research team, again crucial in terms
of building trust), and took on the roles
of both actor and director. As director,
participants were given the opportunity
to create scenes; positioning actors,
delineating action, giving people lines/
words and directing the way these had
to be delivered. Much of the material was
not used in the performed play (which
focused on positive themes) and not
everyone wanted to take part in the final
performance. Consequently, the process of
co-construction was of equal (if not more)
significance in terms of researcher insight,
than the final performance itself.

The emotional and emotive nature
of the life journeys meant that many
of our weekly workshops were highly
charged. Three specific scenes stand
out, not all of which were included in
the final production:
v The three ages of women: this
scene was so emotional that it
was only ever performed once.
It involved an actor upstage
crouched on the floor with hands
over her head (the abused child);
an actor on her knees in the
middle of the stage with hands
over face (the lost teenager); and
an actor standing downstage with
arms outstretched (signifying a
tentatively positive future).
v Rage: this scene evolved after a
challenging encounter within the
group. The drama artist persuaded
the protagonist to create a scene
to explain the anger. Four actors
were positioned on the edge of
the stage to be gravestones. The
protagonist then pointed at each
in turn, shouting: ‘You are my
mother, my auntie, my sister, my
child. I’ve been left behind. It’s
your fault’. A despairing fugue
then followed about loneliness
and lost love: the first time any of
this had been disclosed.
v Freedom: the participants were
asked to embody what the
Community Project meant to
them. One stood stage-centre,
raised his arms and filled the
space with a primeval roar; the
sound signifying release, joy,
empowerment, moving into the
light. Silence followed: the hairs
stood up on the back of our necks,
an extraordinary moment.
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One stood stage-centre, raised his arms and
filled the space with a primeval roar; the
sound signifying release, joy, empowerment,
moving into the light. Silence followed:
the hairs stood up on the back of our necks,
an extraordinary moment

Co-production: risks and rewards
The combination of life-mapping with
performance enriches understanding of vulnerable
populations. The exploration of key episodes in
the performance element added greater insight to
the same material disclosed in interview: moreover
some highly revelatory stories were only disclosed
during the intensity of the performance workshops.
As a medium for the expression of experience,
drama is very powerful. Gestures, the positioning of
actors, the visual and physical symbolism of acting,
all have immediate resonance.
The histories and extreme vulnerability of the
participants meant that co-operating in a group
(listening to, and giving space for, each other’s
stories) was in itself challenging. Some were terrified
of standing on the stage, others could not bear
attention to be diverted from their stories. The ebb
and flow of creativity was both exhilarating and
exhausting.
Inevitably, a different type of rapport was built
up compared to the traditional research encounter:
creative performance is more interventionist, there
is a need for more careful boundary setting, to
negotiate limits of action, to gauge when to push
an idea further or when to pull back. The formerly
dyadic relationship I had with individual participants
gradually shifted to a somewhat fragile group
identity. Connections and disconnections within
the group shaped the process of performance
production, and yet at times were too painful to
disclose. Power dynamics within the group shifted
over time and tensions arose as a result of events
beyond the study. At one point the behaviour of a
participant became so problematic it might have led
to expulsion from the Community Project itself. The
research team discussed whether or not to abandon
the study, reflecting on the dangers of ‘meddling’
and the unintended consequences of driving a risky
endeavour. Fortunately the key worker, one was
always present, dealt with the situation in ways that
empowered and supported.
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In co-creation and co-production the researcher goes on an emotional
journey and is faced with dilemmas about how much to disclose of their
own lives, how to sustain critical distance when working through intimate
experiences, how to negotiate the bonds of trust that develop in the course
of the weekly performance workshops, how to leave the Project and these
bonds behind. This of course is much the same journey as that of the
participants. In negotiating exit, we held a post-performance workshop to
debrief. The ongoing photography project also enables gradual emotional
disconnection and distance.
Early findings
The findings, thus far, chime with much that is known about socially
excluded groups. Participants were characterised by lack of stability:
journeying within and across cities, families, and work. Fathers featured
in many narratives: as figures of violence and conflict or through their
absence. Participants experienced long-term loneliness and isolation. Many
were afflicted with mental health problems. Schooling was experienced as
profoundly exclusionary. Of those who had experience of homelessness,
all talked about the poverty of emergency accommodation, with bed and
breakfasts described as ‘squalid’ and ‘like prison’.
A common finding was that critical moments, often in the adult years
and not always of their own making, led to disconnection: examples cited
were bereavement, violent victimisation, being ‘locked in a dark place’.
Most participants could be described as ‘clinging to the edge’ : there was
an imminence of crisis within their lives. Low-level crime made life bearable
(stealing alcohol and cigarettes). For the most marginalised, offending
became a core aspect of resilience.
Concluding thoughts
It became clear that creativity has a key role to play in healing and in
promoting social inclusion: ‘making’ and ‘doing’ is about ‘becoming’. In this
way, co-production has immanence as a mode of inquiry and of therapeutic
interaction between the researcher and the researched. The inevitable
blurring of boundaries, however, is ethically and emotionally challenging.
In the final scene of the public performance, one of the participants
stood downstage, in front of over 100 people, and proclaimed: ‘I’m proud of
myself’. I don’t know if the performance made the Minister cry, but, as one of
the end points in our collective journey, it made me cry.
Global Justice Academy [ http://www.globaljusticeacademy.ed.ac.uk]

Lesley McAra holds the chair of penology and is head of the Law
School at the University of Edinburgh.
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