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ABSTRACTT 
Traditional approaches to postgraduate psychological education are inherently reductionistic - drawing 
on positivist theoretical models designed for understanding our physical bodies rather than our 
thoughts, feelings, and actions. Taking a decolonial stance, and advocating for critical reflexivity, this 
paper argues that theatre holds a potential space for students to engage with selfhood in complex 
ways. Positioned within critical pedagogy, theatre strategies can present vital opportunities to 
personalise historical eras, enabling intertwined psychodynamic, cultural, economic, and ideological 
factors to impact sensuously, emotionally, and cognitively on students. Such immersive opportunities 
can foster students’ awareness of the social embeddedness of subjectivity, prior to their engagement 
with clinical practice. Drawing on Fugard’s political tragedy, ‘Sorrows and Rejoicings’, possible 
guidelines are suggested as to how theatre can educate students about the impact of taken-for-granted 
socio-political attitudes, norms, and values on selfhood. 

KKeywords: chosen traumas, critical pedagogy, decolonisation, postgraduate psychological education,
social unconscious

INTRODUCTIONN 
Gender-based violence, poverty, racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, and the failure of social 
care are just a few of the socio-political struggles faced by many, daily. To ignore these struggles in 
postgraduate psychological education maintains a split between the individual and society. This split 
cultivates the impression that our social embeddedness does not contribute to the aggression, hatred, 
apprehension, frustration, and misery we can experience in our lives. 

One of the principal ways our social embeddedness impacts us is through the idea of race – a 
classification system that sorts citizens socially, based on physical characteristics (Akhtar, 2012). Race 
organises culture and knowledge production in both the Global North and Global South. For example, 
Quijano and Ennis (2000), working in Latin America, describe how race historically has been used to 
justify colonial domination. Acting as a social hierarchy, race sustains a matrix of colonial power, 
impacting subjectivity, and leading to racial discrimination and stigmatisation. As a result, colonial 
racial identities in Latin America – in which whites, blacks, mestizos (mixed race), and Indians have 
been sorted into distinct groups with broadly shared characteristics – have displaced the many varied 
indigenous Latin cultures, undermining indigenous knowledge systems, local understandings of distress, 
and ways of healing (Mills, 2014). 
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From an African perspective, Frantz Fanon (1986), in his book Black Skin, White Masks, describes the 
impact of racism on the black psyche and selfhood. In looking at the relationship between the coloniser 
and the colonised, Fanon discusses how undesirable and unwanted traits are projected onto people 
with black skin. Importantly, he goes on to describe how such longstanding racist projections are 
internalised, bringing about a longing (both at the conscious and unconscious level) to be white. In a 
similar vein, M. Fakhry Davids (2020), a British psychoanalyst, argues that from a young age, black 
children’s internalisation of racism leaves an imprint on their mind. Davids describes how such an 
internalised racist structure comes to regulate relationships at both a personal and interpersonal level. 
Ultimately, identifications with and against ethnic and racialised groups depend on unconscious 
projections on to these groups, and the definition of self in relation to other: rational or irrational; white 
or black. Such dichotomies are the outcome of power relations, where the second term in the relation - 
for example irrational or black - is defined as inferior and more marginal (Lo & Diop, 2022). Thus, 
identification with and against ethnic and racialised groups inevitably impacts subjective experience. 
 
The sociologist, Michael Rustin (2004), writes on the subject of psychoanalytic defenses in a social way. 
In doing so, he shifts the focus from the individual to the collective psyche. Rustin is interested in 
explaining why, following the collapse of Soviet communism and the end of the Cold War, Western 
societies still feel threatened by their enemies. He argues that by identifying a discernible enemy (and 
projecting destructive impulses onto it) governments can justify aggressive retribution, packaged as 
counterterrorism. For Rustin, the paranoid creation of an ‘evil enemy’ serves a cohesive social function, 
providing citizens with ‘psychic reassurances in identification with their nation against its enemies’ 
(Rustin, 2004: 34). Thus, the operation of social defenses (Jaques et al., 1955, Menzies-Lyth, 1961) 
and the social unconscious (Foulkes, 1964, Fromm & Funk, 2017) are keys to understanding how we 
see ourselves and others - as friend or foe, good or bad, desirable or undesirable, healthy or 
pathological. 
 
To begin educating clinicians in culturally competent practice (Hart, 2020, Tummala-Narra et al., 
2018) - where poverty, racism, sexism, homophobia, xenophobia, the failure of social care, and other 
socio-political struggles, are understood as impacting the meaning we ascribe to our experience - it is 
vital that students (especially in those working in oppressed and racialised contexts) become aware of 
the social embeddedness of subjectivity. In response to this need, theatre strategies are put forward 
towards enhancing subjective awareness.  
 
To substantiate the utility value of theatre, I begin with a review of gaps in the field of postgraduate 
psychological education, before exploring how theatre can address these areas. In this paper 
postgraduate psychological education refers to Honours, Masters, and PhD level of study. 
 
TThe need for culturally competent postgraduate psychological education 
Given the dominance of Western positivism (the belief that we can arrive at knowledge by analysing 
facts without considering values or emotions), postgraduate psychological education has traditionally 
focused on the asocial, medico-scientific search for explanations of individual behaviour. However, 
more recently, critics worldwide have highlighted that imposing Western models of psychopathology on 
other cultures is a damaging form of colonialism (Boyle, 2022, Bracken et al., 2016). This has led to 
calls by both academics and concerned clinicians to transform postgraduate psychological education in 
order to view subjectivity as socially embedded (ibid.). Although postgraduate institutes are now more 
cognisant of the need for appropriate contextual models of education, alternatives to psychiatric 
diagnosis have had trouble shaking off the legacy of positivism. For example, Boyle (2022) points out 
that the vulnerability-stress and biopsychosocial models continue to emphasise biological factors over 
socio-political and relational considerations, preventing emotional distress being understood as a 
meaningful response to life circumstances. The failure of these alternative models to truly transform, 
reveals the extent to which positivism has come to organise culture and knowledge production, 
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impacting what is understood as desirable or ‘best practice’. In other words, academic scholarship has 
been legitimised as a science under parameters established by Western scholars, causing other forms 
of thinking and knowledge production to become marginalised and stigmatised (Mills, 2014). There is 
a pressing need, therefore, to decolonise postgraduate psychological education in order for race, class, 
gender, religion and sexual orientation, as well as other diversities, to be seen as aspects of identity 
which are dynamics of both the patient and clinician in the therapeutic space (Lobban, 2013). 
 
In my 2023 empirical review of South African psychology Honours students’ impressions of their 
education thus far - the subject of my next study in this area - most students felt ill equipped to engage 
with the impact of political, economic, and social variables on self-hood. Instead, they felt their 
education had predominantly been positivistic, fostering a medico-scientific understanding of self, 
focused on genetic pre-dispositions, personality traits, and intrapsychic phenomena. This is alarming 
given that some 30 years ago many scholars working against apartheid – for example, Butchart and 
Seedat (1990), Foster (1989), Gibson (1989), Ingleby (1988), Mohutsioa-Makhudu (1989), Punamäki 
(1988), and Swartz and Levett (1989) - noted the deep and enduring impacts of political oppression, 
economic disparity, and apartheid on subjectivity. Given the difficulties encountered in South Africa’s 
transformation from a position of racism and violence to a democratic non-racial society, developing 
awareness of the socio-political embeddedness of subjectivity remains an imperative (Kagee and Price, 
1994). 
 
In order to see ourselves as active agents, creating meaning and making choices in our lives - while 
also recognising that we are, at various times, both helped and hindered by bodily, environmental, 
economic, cultural, political, psychological, and ideological factors – we must move away from the 
positivist dichotomy of individual vs society, and understand how our social embeddedness impacts 
subjectivity (Boyle, 2022). This argument is rooted in Fanon’s (1986) insight into subjectivity as both a 
private domain as well as a social construction. In other words, subjectivity must be seen as connected 
to the public processes and practices that contain and restrain it. In keeping with this argument, identity 
has more recently become theorised as decentred, ambivalent, contradictory, provisional, contextual, 
and de-essentialised. This represents an important move away from the Western positivistic notion of 
selfhood as rational and self-aware, to a conceptualisation of self as also being shaped and directed 
by emotions, unconscious desires, relational elements, and socio-political impacts (Lo & Diop, 2022). 
 
Taking a decolonial stance in education and knowledge production means that we - as researchers, 
educators, and students - must reflect critically on our relationships with each other, the theories and 
resources we draw from, and the knowledge produced through these interactions. Decolonial 
approaches force us to recognise the socio-political context impacting those producing such work. For 
example, there are specific reasons why the call to decolonise resonates strongly with me. To elaborate, 
I was born in Northern Ireland during ‘the Troubles’ – a time that saw Northern Irish society deeply 
divided in terms of religion and nationality (Auld, 2022a). I completed my education as a clinical 
psychologist at a university in South Africa – once again, a society deeply divided, this time by race and 
access to resources. In both countries, such divisions directly impacted selfhood. These divisions 
restricted where you lived and went to school, the games you played, the language you spoke, the 
career you aspired to, the friends you made, and whom you could desire and marry. As an immigrant 
to South Africa, my complicated and at times contradictory positioning within the socio-political norms 
and values of both the Global South and Global North, emphasise how I inhabit multiple sites. My 
positioning as both an insider and outsider in various social narratives and discourses, has caused me 
to question the multiple ways that my context has shaped me (Auld, 2022a, Auld, 2022b, Auld, 
2022c).  
 
My complicated and contradictory positioning has led me to realise that subjectivity is impacted by the 
‘sociocultural power differentials’ (Lykke, 2010: 67) or socio-political hierarchies in which it takes 
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shape, while these power relations become more meaningful when viewed through the lens of 
individual experience. Being able to acknowledge how our own subjectivity has been impacted by the 
taken-for-granted socio-political power relations into which we are born and raised highlights our 
inability to divorce ourselves from socio-political influences, and the need to think about how this 
impacts the therapeutic relationship. 
 
Awareness of how taken-for-granted socio-political norms and values impact subjectivity is supported 
by scholars such as Butler (1990),, Frosh et al. (2002), Grosfoguel (2009), and Haraway (1988). For 
example, critical theory - the Marxist-inspired movement originally associated with the work of the 
Frankfurt School - highlights how social structures dominate and oppress. Butler (1990) builds on 
critical theory in her important work on intersectionality - describing the ways in which systems of 
inequality based on gender, race, ethnicity, sexual orientation, disability, class, and other forms of 
discrimination, ‘intersect’ to create unique dynamics and effects. In a similar vein, Haraway (1988) 
argues against a disembodied subjectivity – where objectivity and neutrality are held up as ‘best 
practice’ - and instead advocates for embodied subjectivity. Haraway challenges us to reflect on how 
our own positioning within available social narratives and discourses shape what we observe. Likewise, 
Grosfoguel (2009) also argues that we express ourselves within the confines of available socio-political 
power relations. According to Frosh et al. (2002), our positioning within these hierarchies defines the 
kinds of experiences available to us. It is imperative, then, that we use an intersectional approach to 
knowledge systems in postgraduate psychological education, in order to explore how taken-for-granted 
socio-political power relations interweave with one another and shape subjective reality.  
 
TTransgenerational trauma 
In my earlier work, exploring the decolonisation and transformation of postgraduate psychological 
education (Auld, 2022a, Auld, 2022b, Auld, 2022c), I highlighted the group psychoanalytic concept of 
the ‘social unconscious’ as a way of assisting students to explore how some of their most deeply held 
attitudes and values have roots in the cultural and societal circumstances into which they are born. 
Extending these earlier discussions, the concept of the social unconscious is also helpful in assisting us – 
as clinicians, researchers, educators, and students – to explore the transgenerational consequences of 
massive trauma experienced by one group (social, ethnic, or national, amongst others) at the hands of 
another. This aspect of the social unconscious gives us insight into how issues of personal distress and 
crisis are intertwined with broader socio-political conflicts. 
 
To elaborate, the concept of the social unconscious was initially formulated by Fromm (2001) and 
subsequently by Foulkes (2018), Hopper (2002), Volkan (2001), Dalal (1998), and Weinberg (2007), 
amongst others. In his work, Beyond the chains of illusion: My encounter with Marx and Freud, Fromm 
(2001) sought to link Marxist ideas around ideology and the psychoanalytic concept of repression, to 
grasp how social constructs - which are historical and conditional – can be experienced as natural and 
inevitable. Drawing from Fromm’s work, the concept of the social unconscious allows us to contemplate 
how we not only repress parts of ourselves, but society itself becomes a repressive force. Going further, 
Volkan (1999) explains how large groups become used as receptacles for unacceptable ways of 
thinking, feeling, and behaving (both at individual and group levels), and how this supports socially 
accepted aspects of identity and a shared sense of sameness. As a result, instead of risking exclusion by 
trying to meet our own needs – which may be different from those valued in our social system – we 
accept what is socially valuable and change ourselves accordingly, defensively projecting or repressing 
the unwanted aspects.  
 
Weinberg (2007) highlights factors such as shared anxieties, fantasies, social defence mechanisms 
(Jaques et al., 1955, Menzies-Lyth, 1961), myths, and memories as key to the operation of the social 
unconscious. In his work he focuses on the traumagenic nature of the social unconscious by drawing on 
Volkan’s (2001) thoughts around ‘chosen traumas’. Here, Volkan describes how, within large groups, 
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there exists an un-mourned or unresolved psychological representation of a shared trauma in relation 
to loss. Chosen traumas are pushed into the social unconscious via defensive operations, such as 
repression and denial. Through generations the unprocessed trauma lies as if dormant, unconscious, 
and unprocessed within the group, in relation to its former oppressors. If in the future the group is 
threatened by a new peril, it can fall back on old patterns of responding to conflict, with a reactivation 
of these past traumas. In other words, as Baldwin (1985: 410) notes,  
 

… the great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us, are unconsciously 
controlled by it in many ways, and history is literally present in all that we do.  

 
The operation of the social unconscious is then reflected in the way we absorb, replicate, and reinforce 
attitudes, norms, and values, without us realising we are doing so, impacting our subjectivity and the 
meaning which we ascribe to our experience (Dalal, 1998). This insight has an important implication 
for postgraduate psychological education – namely, an awareness of the social unconscious, and the 
legacy of chosen traumas, can enable us to understand how culture shapes our behaviour and 
interactions. 
 
Drawing these points together, to develop culturally informed postgraduate psychological education we 
need to take a decolonial stance to address the limitations of positivism and undermine racist colonial 
knowledge production. As a way forward, employing pedagogical strategies which develop awareness 
of the social unconscious, opens the potential of enabling students to explore the impact of taken-for-
granted socio-political attitudes, norms, and values on subjectivity. Such strategies must also allow us to 
reflect upon the transgenerational legacy of massive trauma, and how this affects the meaning we 
ascribe to our experience in the here-and-now. Theatre strategies are put forward to facilitate this 
awareness by bringing historical eras to life, allowing students to explore how psychodynamic, cultural, 
economic, and ideological factors impact them personally. 
 
TTheatre strategies 
Moving beyond entertainment to pedagogical utility, theatre has the potential to open an educational 
space in which our social embeddedness can be brough to awareness, explored, interrogated, and 
challenged. Theatre has the power to clarify, to inform, to unsettle, to incite, and to arouse. It can be 
deliberately contrived to focus on socio-political struggles around abuse and exploitation. For example, 
Brazilian playwright Augusto Boal’s (1985) Theatre of the Oppressed, is a well-known theatre form 
which stimulates critical observation and representation of reality. This theatre form utilises a set of 
dramatic techniques whose purpose is to bring to light systemic exploitation and oppression operating 
within common situations. Another example of the pedagogical utility of theatre is from within my own 
local community of Durban, KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. Here, Empatheatre has emerged as a 
research-based, theatre-making methodology. Empatheatre is co-directed by Mpume Mthombeni, Neil 
Coppen, and Dr Dylan McGarry, in collaboration with a variety of other artists, academic researchers, 
and responsive citizens. Starting with action-based research, co-participants and key partners identify 
issues of socio-political concern, with the aim of developing dramatic productions and creating a space 
for reflexive deep listening. It follows that, by drawing on theatre productions which are local to the 
postgraduate psychological education programme, theatre can bring awareness to, provide an 
experience of, and provoke discussion about, broader socio-economic, cultural, political, and 
ideological forces impacting upon us as citizens of whatever socio-political context in which we find 
ourselves.  
 
Elaborating further, as an immersive art form, theatre targets multiple senses simultaneously, engaging 
the audience mind, body, and soul. Theatre does not simply tell a story - it makes us, as the audience, 
feel what is happening, affecting us personally. Such active engagement makes theatre useful from a 
critical pedagogical perspective. Theatre’s great strength is in helping students become aware of 
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otherwise taken-for-granted socio-political norms and values that impact them first-hand through the 
characters in the play, instead of hearing about the second-hand effects of life’s struggles during 
lectures. This transformative experience is only possible because theatre does not bind the student to 
their own ethnocentric worldview - instead, through theatre, students are able become immersed in the 
characters’ lives. This opens the possibility of a student distancing themselves from their own 
perspective enough to see the situation in a different way. By so doing, students can contemplate new 
points of view non-threateningly - facilitating fewer defensive explorations of contentious socio-political 
realities such as race, class, gender, religion, economic status, and sexual orientation (Alkin & Christie, 
2002, Duncan, 2008, Sonn et al., 2013, Stevens et al., 2013). 
 
In his critique of traditional Western teaching methods, Brazilian educator and philosopher Paolo Freire 
(1970) views students as passive - receiving information in lecture format and simply ‘banking’ this 
knowledge without giving it much consideration. Western techniques of learning, such as taking notes 
or listening to a lecture, do not require students be actively involved (Tovani & Moje, 2017). In other 
words, with traditional Western education, students are not asked to reflect on, or question, the bias 
inherent in the knowledge, course content, or classroom resources, that they are being presented. They 
are also not required to engage critically with, or analyse, how these biases shape their thinking. In 
other words, they lack a critical consciousness (Freire, 2018). This makes it difficult for students to 
question the nature of knowledge itself or come up with their own interpretations of the ideas they are 
presented with. 
 
Responding to Freire’s (2018) critique of Western teaching methods, cultural-historical activity theory 
(CHAT) offers a valuable lens for understanding how education can be transformed from one focused 
on acquiring information to one concerned with cultivating cultural awareness. Facilitating this move, 
Vygotsky’s (1978) sociocultural perspective on learning provides a framework for the first generation of 
CHAT. In his response to the positivist behavioural assertion of a simple relationship between stimulus 
and response, Vygotsky emphasises that learning is mediated by culture - which in turn is shaped by 
individual agency.  In other words, Vygotsky understands children’s development as shaped by their 
social interactions with adults and peers. Here, learning is seen as occurring as children engage in 
purposeful activity with others who possess more knowledge about the task at hand.  
 
Vygotsky’s colleague Leont ev (1981) and others, such as Il’enkov (1977, 1982) and Davydov (1988, 
1990), subsequently developed the second generation of CHAT. In Leont'ev's conception, the unit of 
analysis is the group instead of the individual subject. Il’enkov (1977, 1982) then incorporated Marxist 
ideas about dialectics and contradictions into CHAT by suggesting that internal contradictions are the 
driving force for change and development within an activity. Finally, Davydov (1988, 1990) translated 
Il’enkov's dialectical theories of learning into classroom-based teaching strategies, introducing the 
movement from the abstract to concrete via steps in which students engage and respond actively with 
their environment.  
 
In the 1980s, Engeström (2001, 2014) took up Leontiev’s CHAT and applied it to learning in 
organisations. One of the forces driving the development of this third generation of CHAT has been a 
growing recognition that cultural diversity (Cole, 1988, Griffin, 1984) results in varied ways to 
accomplish tasks - and can, therefore, affect definitions and perceptions of any given task as well as its 
relation to other tasks and activities. The third generation of CHAT also provides a way to integrate the 
individual and social levels of analysis: individuals are seen as having varying capacities to engage in 
different kinds of activities (e.g., cooking or composing music), but their ability is constrained by what is 
available in the environment (e.g., utensils or instruments) and by rules that govern behaviour (e.g., 
those governing musical performance). 
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Going further, Engeström’s (2001, 2014) expansive learning theory helps us understand how to create 
spaces where students can learn from one another’s experience, and where educator and students can 
develop new knowledge together. This is facilitated, as Gutierrez (2008) suggests, when educator and 
students co-construct a third space, where each brings their knowledge to bear. Here, both educator 
and students’ diverse cultural backgrounds, discourses and knowledges become resources for 
mediating learning. In this way, Engeström and Gutierrez challenge us to create spaces in the 
classroom for students and educator alike to learn about themselves and each other.  
 
Taking up this challenge, in contrast to traditional Western teaching methods, theatre – and African 
Storytelling as an early form of theatre – opens a space to afford both educator and students first-hand 
engagement with taken-for-granted socio-political attitudes, norms, and values. Theatre makes it 
possible for educator and students, as members of the audience, to contribute to the performance. To 
put it another way, with theatre there is an actor-audience collaborative relationship. Theatre presents a 
space where educator and students are personally involved while simultaneously being removed 
enough from their own ethnocentric perspective to be able to engage critically (Haselau & Saville 
Young, 2022). Film and television, or even YouTube plays, do not have this facility as the performance 
in these formats is fixed rather than interactive. As a result of theatre’s relational, interactive, and 
collaborative nature, it has the potential to facilitate educator and student understanding, as well as to 
stimulate the processing of information around complex topics involving power, oppression, 
interpersonal relationships, and individual subjectivity. This active engagement can be further 
enhanced, post-performance, through a series of educator facilitated discussion groups. Creating a 
third space in the classroom where educator and students can think critically about the social norms 
and values portrayed in the performance, helping students develop a better awareness of how power 
relationships affect people’s (as citizens) thoughts, feelings, and actions. 
 
Freire’s (2018) critical pedagogical approach advocates students developing a critical consciousness 
towards learning by engaging in self-directed inquiry. Such active engagement empowers students to 
view themselves as citizens and agents, dispelling the misperception that they are isolated from their 
socio-cultural communities, or are unable to effect change. Theatre, as a critical pedagogical strategy, 
aligns with these goals, for, as Jackson (1993: 35) points out,  
 

Any good theatre will of itself be educational - that is, when it initiates or extends a questioning 
process in its audience, when it makes us look afresh at the world, its institutions and 
conventions and at our own place in that world, when it expands our notion of who we are, of 
the feelings and thoughts of which we are capable, and of our connection with the lives of 
others. 

 
Utilising theatre as a critical pedagogical strategy, therefore, aligns with contemporary constructivist 
models of teaching and learning. According to Pammenter (1993: 59), 
 

Theatre, at its best, is the communication and exploration of human experience; it is a forum 
for our values, political, moral and ethical. It is concerned with the interaction of these values at 
a philosophical, emotional, and intellectual level.  

 
Incorporating theatre as a critical pedagogical strategy in postgraduate psychological education 
enables students not to be passive recipients of facts, but as agents of their own learning. In other 
words, theatre does not just focus on the transmission of information, but rather on exposing students 
to a variety of contexts and situations to help them actively and critically engage in knowledge 
construction.  
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Let us now look at how theatre, as a critical pedagogical strategy, can be employed in a postgraduate 
psychology education. While the context of my use of theatre is in an institute of higher education in 
South Africa, the activity could also be offered as a short course for qualified clinicians engaging in 
continuing professional development anywhere in the world. It is recommended that 36 education 
hours be given to the activity. 
 
PROCEDURE 
In terms of a procedure to integrate theatre into postgraduate psychological education, the following 
steps may be used as a guide: 
 
1. A first step is for students and educator to explore the development and socio-political background 
of theatre within their community. 
 
2. Any resultant journal articles and texts can be circulated between the students and educator. These 
readings make up the resources for the module.  
 
3. The reading resources are used as starting points in a series of educator facilitated discussions 
around the relationship between theatre and the local (historical) socio-political climate.  
 
4. Following this series of discussions, educator and students attend a production of a local play, rich in 
socio-political context. A useful interdisciplinary move would be to attend a production in the drama 
department of the tertiary institution in which your postgraduate programme is situated. Such a move 
ensures relevance of subject matter and performance, promotes interdisciplinary collaboration, is 
practically accessible, and cost effective. If this is not possible, your local community theatre company 
(either amateur or professional), or high school, can provide useful alternatives. 
 
5. Students are then asked to write a reflective essay exploring how the play impacts them. It is 
important to highlight to students that there are no ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ responses. The following questions 
can be used as a guide to reflection: 
 

 What do you imagine are the playwrights’ intentions in writing this play? 
 What socio-political context is the playwright writing from? 
 Briefly describe the characters, their relationships, and conflicts (internal/external/inter-

personal) 
 How are socio-political categories such as race, age, gender, and class engaged with in the 

play? 
 What are the play’s themes and messages? 
 Describe the play’s set, props, and costumes and suggest what their use might communicate to 

the audience. 
 What is the relevance of the play, in terms of when it was written, and the current socio-political 

climate? 
 By engaging and reflecting on the play in this manner, what have you learnt about the impact 

of your own socio-political context on you?  
 
6. Returning to the classroom, the educator - acting as facilitator - encourages each student to discuss 
their reflective essay with the rest of the class. The class looks at any similarities or differences that may 
emerge between their essays, as well as any insights gained.  Students can elaborate on the tools they 
used to immerse themselves in the character’s life. For example, with a performance analysis is a tool 
an actor uses during the text-analyses of a play. Here the actor creates a character profile where he or 
she finds common threads and differentiates his or her socio-political background to the character. 
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Often during this process, the actor also needs to find a commonality which they share with the 
character, in order to create a truthful performance. The aim of the performance analysis is to engage 
with selfhood and positioning of self in the world. 
 
7. The class then selects socio-politically contentious aspects of the play to perform role plays, with 
students taking on various characters (see Auld, 2022c for further information on role play as a 
pedagogical strategy to assist students engage with the social embeddedness of trauma). This allows 
students to further grapple with and reflect on the taken-for-granted socio-political attitudes, norms, 
and values. 
 
8. Next, the class is divided into groups of three and asked to devise a three-minute short ‘trailer’ for 
the play. The aim of this activity is for students to distil out the central themes. The students then 
perform, and video record, this trailer, before sharing it with the rest of the class.  
 
9. Students take turns to be in the ‘hot seat’, as the character they portray. They are interviewed by their 
peers to further explore, and make explicit, the character’s social embeddedness. 
 
10. After the filming of the trailer, and taking the hot seat, the students are given an opportunity to 
reflect on their experience. Each student is asked to write another short reflective essay - this time 
specifically about the socio-political attitudes, norms, and values impacting the character they portray. 
These ‘writing-in-role’ essays are shared with the class during class discussion time. 
 
11. If time allows, the whole procedure may be repeated with a new socio-politically rich play.  
 
Anecdotal illustration 
1. Example of background research 
Closely associated with the work and theories of Freire, Augusto Boal, the Brazilian theatre practitioner, 
drama theorist, and political activist, has been influential in South African theatre and society. Of 
particular interest, Boal’s work on conscientisation through theatre, and his ideas regarding the 
utilisation of theatre for socio-political purposes, have been very influential in the shaping of the protest 
theatre movement of the 1960s, 1970s and 1980s, as well as the more socially conscious community 
work of the 1990s. The English version of his first book, Theatre of the Oppressed (Boal, 1985), 
influenced many South African theatre practitioners and theorists during the struggle against apartheid, 
while his later handbook, Games for Actors and Non-Actors (Boal, 2002), has become an important 
tool in the post-apartheid period.  
 
Drawing on Boal, Athol Fugard - born in Middleburg, South Africa, in 1932 - is a playwright, novelist, 
actor, and director, who is widely regarded as one of South Africa’s greatest playwrights. Fugard often 
draws on his own personal experience as inspiration for his work. For example, during apartheid, 
Fugard was friends with prominent local anti-apartheid activists and, as a result, Fugard and his family 
were placed under government surveillance for many years. His passport was confiscated by the 
authorities, and he was prevented from travelling abroad. The apartheid government gradually, over 
time, increased its restrictions on his work and freedom of movement, finally banning the publication 
and performance of his plays. Some of these personal experiences and events are reflected in this play, 
Sorrows and Rejoicings (Fugard, 2002).  
 
2. Example of a trailer 
Fugard’s play, Sorrows and Rejoicings, explores the legacy of South Africa’s policy of apartheid on 
three women - one classified as ‘white’, one ‘black’, and one ‘coloured’. Initially, it appears that these 
women have little in common, except for their connection to one man, a white poet named Dawid. The 
three women meet in a small Karoo village after Dawid’s funeral. The white woman, Allison, was 
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Dawid’s wife, while the black woman, Marta, was his former lover and is the mother of their coloured 
child, Rebecca. Dawid, despite loving the Karoo village in which he grew up, was driven into exile 
because of his anti-apartheid activism. He appears to the audience only in flashbacks as the women 
share their memories of him, confronting their misunderstandings and resentments, as well as the 
shackles that have been handed down to them from the past, managing to connect and reconcile in 
the present, with the hope of moving on in the future.  
 

 
(Hilferty, 2002) 
 
3. Example of a student’s reflective essay 
Sorrows and Rejoicings is set in the late 1990s - just before the turn of the century - in a post-apartheid 
South Africa. Under apartheid, almost every aspect of life in South Africa was specified and regulated - 
from where you might live and work, to whom you might relate to and how. Establishing links with 
others during apartheid was, therefore, severely curtailed: Black people were not allowed to associate 
with white people, and vice versa, and this separation is evident in the play. During apartheid, Dawid 
has a child, Rebecca, with Marta and, because of this illicit relationship, Dawid must constantly 
disassociate himself from his daughter. This is conveyed when Allison says (Fugard, 2002: 29),  
 

And then when I saw little Rebecca - I think she was already about one year old - I knew for 
sure. Poor Dawid! He made it so obvious by deliberately ignoring the child when she was in 
here with you.  

 
Race and racial divisions, therefore, play a major role in Sorrows and Rejoicings. Apartheid resulted in 
Dawid having to leave Marta and Rebecca. Due to the segregation of the different races, Dawid went 
on to marry Allison, a white English woman. Allison highlights the white privilege that resulted from 
apartheid when she says to Marta (Fugard, 2002:,31), ‘Had I got him, like so many other things in my 
life, because in addition to all my other splendid virtues, I had white skin?’ 
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The title of the play contains the nouns ‘Sorrows’ and ‘Rejoicings’, which are, in many ways, polar 
opposites. Symbolically, the split between ‘Sorrows’ and ‘Rejoicings’ echoes the imposed divisions of 
apartheid - the separation of South Africa into two racist categories, black and white. On one hand, 
‘Sorrows’ is a reference to the Latin poet, Ovid’s, letters – Trista meaning sorrows (Ovid, 1924) - written 
during his exile from Rome by the Emperor Augustus. On the other hand, ‘Rejoicings’ is reference to 
the title Dawid chose for his poetry anthology (to be written during his exile from South Africa). In terms 
of ‘Rejoicings’ Dawid hopes that his exile will offer a chance for him to come to life, and find his voice, 
after being stifled by the repressive apartheid regime. ‘Rejoicings’ symbolises Dawid’s hope to make a 
difference to South Africa’s future generations. Unlike Ovid’s ‘Sorrows’, Dawid’s ‘Rejoicings’ are meant 
to celebrate his newfound freedom and hope in London. Unfortunately, Dawid’s hope for the future 
ends as the legacy of apartheid lives on in him: He feels he has lost his soul, being removed from the 
land he loves so much. He finds life in London to be the opposite of what he has envisioned - he 
experiences it as soulless and alienating. This is seen by the various memories of Dawid’s life voiced by 
the women in the play. Unfortunately, the division of ‘Sorrows’ and ‘Rejoicings’, does not allow for 
diversity and collaboration. By focusing on ‘Rejoicings’ Dawid does not engage with life’s complexities, 
and, therefore, reconcile his pain and sorrow, gain the ability to mourn loss, and move on.  
 
The division and separations brough about by apartheid are also reflected symbolically using 
language. An example of this is the pronunciation of ‘Dawid’. During apartheid Afrikaans was 
regarded as the language of the oppressor. In Afrikaans, the poet’s name is pronounced ‘Dawid’. 
However, in English, his name is pronounced as ‘David’. Allison prefers to call Dawid by the English 
pronunciation, whereas Marta calls him Dawid. These different pronunciations reflect the differences 
between the two women and make the divide between them seem even greater. 
 
The play, although written in 2002, resonates with issues still encountered in the lives of many South 
Africans. In both South Africa and many other parts of the world where divisive social systems, and the 
resultant trauma, have impacted the social unconscious, leaving a transgenerational legacy. The play 
encourages people to take a stand against prejudice, not just by protesting and acting out, but by 
talking and connecting. In post-apartheid South Africa, sorrow clings to all South Africans. We are still 
facing the aftermath of this divisive social system, slumbering in the social unconscious only to flare up 
at the slightest provocation. Themes of resentment and violence come up at multiple points in the play, 
as they do in day-to-day life in post-apartheid South Africa. For example, Rebecca feels a deep 
resentment towards her father, as he abandoned her mother and herself and ’ruined their life’. 
Rebecca is violent in her burning of Dawid’s poems, which were an important emotional connection 
between her mother and father during apartheid.  
 
Another aspect of socio-political trauma is revealed through the play’s critique of patriarchy. Women in 
the play are depicted as strong, complex, and capable of forgiving a man who, ultimately, cannot 
forgive himself. Opposingly, the only man in the play, Dawid, is portrayed as two dimensional and 
extreme - he is either full of life and ideas, striving for ideals, or he completely falls apart, full of shame 
and inadequacy, becoming an alcoholic. Dawid is unable to reconcile life’s sorrows and rejoicings 
while the female characters, although flawed, can open to one another, see past sorrows, and grasp 
the possibility of rejoicing despite this pain.  
 
The trauma of betrayal is also a pinnacle theme. Dawid has a history of betraying women - leaving 
and abandoning both Marta and Rebecca. He also betrays and abandons Allison by drinking, not 
supporting her career, by losing his job, and returning to South Africa without telling her. He also 
betrays his own ideals - he wanted to go to London to find his voice and use it to save South Africa, 
however, he soon loses sight of his goal and falls into alcohol abuse to dull his sorrows.  
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The actor-audience relationship is intimate, causing the character’s socio-political struggles to affect the 
audience personally. The entire play is set in the living room of a family home in the Karoo, which 
traditionally is a place for a family to come together. The Karoo is also a stripped land and, therefore, 
stripped decor also allows the audience to focus even more intently on the characters in the play. When 
a character speaks, they generally engage in emotional monologues. This has the effect of drawing the 
audience in and making us aware of the characters inner world, hopes, dreams, and desires. In so 
doing the audience has a deep and personal attachment to the characters. The actors use no over the 
top facial expressions, so the acting is natural and relatable. In terms of props and set design, 
symbolically, a table represents the coming together of people to share in communion around food. 
However, in apartheid South Africa citizens were split apart. The table, therefore, within this socio-
political context represents, the divide in South Africa. 
 
I believe that Fugard’s intentions in writing this play are to demonstrate the transgenerational legacy of 
apartheid and how this impacts people at an individual, family, and social level. As the play unfolds in 
the post-apartheid period, the main characters, Marta, Allison, Dawid, and Rebecca represent the 
disconnection, misunderstanding, alienation, and resentment that has built up and been passed on 
during apartheid. With Rebecca, a sullen and impotent figure in the doorway of the living room for 
most of the play, there is the ominous sense of the legacy of apartheid - violence and resentment - 
blocking the door and preventing future possibilities. However, the end of the play is hopeful with 
Rebecca’s confrontation of this legacy within herself, after listening to the testimony of Allison and 
Marta. Ultimately, Rebecca comes to realise that through connecting with others, opening herself up to 
understand where these two older women are coming from, as well as the sorrows and rejoicings they 
have lived through, there is hope for communion and creativity in the future. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Given that prejudice and prejudgements govern and limit our formulation of experience, such taken-
for-granted socio-political attitudes, norms, and values are an integral part of who we are, and 
therefore, cannot be ignored when we understand the other (Bhattacharya & Kim, 2018). In other 
words, everyone holds prejudices and discriminates against people who are perceived as different from 
them. These prejudices influence both our conscious thoughts and unconscious assumptions about 
other people, as well as the ways in which we interact with them (Esprey, 2013). Fonagy and Higgitt 
(2007) and Straker (2006) suggest that, just as our early relationships shape our attachment styles and 
relational patterns, so too are we shaped to take on specific roles when interacting with others. Unless 
we cultivate a consciousness that liberates us from these roles, we are likely to remain trapped within 
them (Love, 2013). Drawing on the play, Sorrows and Rejoicings, there is no getting away from the 
ghosts of the past. As the play illustrates, you carry them within you. We need to engage with these 
ghosts to alleviate some of the bitterness of the present – a process which has both personal and 
political dimensions. In terms of a way forward, unlike positivist thinkers, we need to incorporate 
prejudice into our understanding of selfhood - rather than trying to avoid it - to enable us to view life as 
complex and multi-layered,  and open the door to the possibility of change and growth in the present 
and future (Bhattacharya & Kim, 2018).  
 
Important arguments by critical scholars such as Boyle (2022), Bracken et al. (2016), Fanon (1986), 
Frosh (2018), Laclau and Mouffe (1988) have led to calls for a decolonial stance to postgraduate 
psychological education. To accomplish this, Mathebane and Sekudu (2017), working within the South 
African context, advocate inculcating critical awareness of the impact of taken-for-granted socio-
political attitudes, norms, and values on subjectivity. In other words, we - as educators - need to 
develop critical pedagogical strategies to explore how narratives - the stories told to make sense of 
experience - are derived from wider cultural narratives. Such initiatives must highlight how some ways 
of understanding and experiencing the world are more accessible and socially endorsed than others. 
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We need pedagogical strategies which enable us to explore how we compare ourselves against 
prevailing social discourses, resulting in social shame when we fail to attain socially prescribed ideals 
(Boyle, 2022, Layton, 2007). These initiatives need to help us trace how socially stigmatised and 
undesirable aspects of self can be defensively split off and projected, at both an individual and social 
level (Jaques et al., 1955, Menzies-Lyth, 1992), onto others. In other words, as Layton (2007) points 
out, we need educational tools to help us reflect on how each society has its own socially embedded 
sense of acceptable ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving. Such taken-for-granted socio-political 
attitudes, norms, and values then set the unquestioned parameters about who and what is deemed 
good/desirable/healthy. Through such pedagogical strategies we can develop an awareness within 
postgraduate psychological education of how behaviours and experiences that do not correspond to 
the socio-political norms and values of a given culture can lead to feelings of anger, hatred, and 
resentment for some, as well as shame, embarrassment, and humiliation for others.  
 
As a critical pedagogical strategy, theatre provides students with first hand engagement with taken-for-
granted socio-political attitudes, norms, and values. In the illustration, Sorrows and Rejoicings, we can 
see how theatre’s relational, interactive, and collaborative nature can fully engage the student, creating 
a space where they can think critically about the norms and values portrayed in the performance. The 
illustration also highlights how students can reflect on themselves as citizens who are embedded in their 
socio-cultural communities. In this way, theatre, as a critical pedagogical initiative, aligns with 
contemporary constructivist models of teaching and learning, where students are not passive recipients 
of facts, but rather agents of their own learning. How theatre strategies can be applied to the different 
levels of postgraduate psychological education, will be the subject of my next study in this area.  
 
For psychological practice to be relevant to non-Western cultures within the Global North and Global 
South, institutes of higher education have an ethical responsibility to take a decolonial stance and foster 
critical awareness of the ideological underpinnings of psychological theories, research, and knowledge 
production. In non-Western cultures, such as South Africa, postgraduate psychological education must 
consider the multicultural and resource-constricted context in which we operate. While universities that 
offer advanced education in psychology are aware of the need for contextual models, because of the 
dominance of positivism, Western approaches are idealised and held up as best practice. Such 
approaches separate the mind from the body, the individual from the social group, removing values, 
ethics, and power interests from theory and practice (Boyle, 2022). Blindly accepting these universal 
assumptions can lead educators, students, and clinicians to view patients as passive objects instead of 
active agents who create meaning within their socio-political context. This can perpetuate cycles of 
abuse for patients and leave students feeling inadequate and insufficient in their skills.  
 
The political landscape, cultural differences, and the effects of economic hardship are just some aspects 
we must consider when understanding emotional distress and suffering, to be effective practitioners. By 
discussing the psychosocial causes of distress - such as racism, sexism, and engineered inequality - we 
can facilitate critical awareness, opening the possibility of finding ways to address unspoken issues 
within and between racial groupings that have arisen out of the traumas born in a racially haunted 
history.  Many other themes in Fugard’s (2002) Sorrows and Rejoicings are also relevant in today - the 
absent father figure and the impact thereof on households, for instance. Although we need to be 
reminded of a colonial and segregated past, we also need to be sensitive to the current issues of 
poverty and inequality experienced by all races in South Africa. Therefore, the role of psychology in the 
future of this country could also include the healing of polarised societies using theatre pedagogies. 
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