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This article explores the political and ethical implications of performance representing the ongoing

realities of migration in contemporary Britain. Using Good Chance Theatre’s The Jungle () as

its point of departure, the article problematizes the use of dramaturgies of proximity to confect

simplistic notions of empathy as tantamount to political change. In a Brechtian vein, the article

argues for modes of distanciation to foster critical engagement among audiences at the site of

contemporary performance on migration. Focusing upon the production’s West End transfer, its

use of immersive strategies and its use of a comedic model to address ongoing issues in migration,

this article finds that such strategies are not as politically transgressive as marketing and critical

reception often contend them to be, with the onus of responsibility placed solely upon the

individual spectator.

Since the mid-s, the right-wing British press and successive governments have
formed a sinister kinship with one another in their actions on immigration,
representing the movement of displaced refugees and migrants as a perpetual ‘crisis’.
Restrictive legislation crafted and passed in Westminster impedes the possibility for
many to claim asylum safely at the UK border in Calais.2 This, however, does not
stop attempts at movement being made; at the south-eastern corner of the UK,
makeshift boats intermittently cast themselves away from neighbouring France, with
passengers aboard buoyed only by held breath. If the water does not impede their
course, the British border force will. Towed as criminals to dry land, headlines
continuously mould individuals into an unknown mass, their particular histories of
exile overlooked in favour of black and white, land and sea, us and them. The Home
Office continues this unforgiving cycle, buying out jumbo jets, sending people back to
places they have fled, places where they cannot live safely as they are.

The hostile infrastructure of the UK’s border has led to many within the British
cultural sector seeking to represent the antagonism of the British immigration system
artistically. Theatrical institutions in particular have embarked upon nuanced
representations of migration and exile, to proactively support immigrant
communities. The emergence of the Theatres of Sanctuary programme commends
institutions and companies who work with and provide artistic opportunities for
migrant communities. At the temporal intersection of the so-called migrant ‘crisis’
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and the fallout from the Brexit referendum in , there emerged a spate of new work
exploring the theme, from individual performances to entire seasons curated within
institutions.3 The work of one organization in particular has dominated critical
conversation surrounding theatrical representations of migration and exile.

Good Chance Theatre is a company-turned-charity, responsible for many artistic
ventures with and about migrants. Beginning at the Calais ‘Jungle’ refugee camp in
 (where the two artistic directors, Joe Murphy and Joe Robertson, volunteered),
Good Chance have since expanded their work to other neighbourhoods in France, the
UK and Greece, and along the US–Mexico border, hoping to bring awareness to the
issues which migrants and refugees face through participatory artistic practices. Good
Chance embark upon this primarily through the construction of geodesic domes,
functioning as temporary arenas for artistic expression. But it is with their play The
Jungle, which dramatizes events at the Calais refugee camp, that the company has
received ‘universal critical acclaim.’4 Examining the promotional and reception
materials to The Jungle, reveals frequent refrains in the critical discourse that insist
that the play ‘humanizes’ refugees, that its West End transfer is crucial in opening up
this story to a multiplicity of people, that its use of humour was a welcome surprise
and that the play’s immersive strategies are fundamental to the telling of this story.5

These materials suggest that by being close to, and bearing witness to, the staging of
this history, an empathetic response is the desired outcome, and may do something to
redress the hostilities of British immigration highlighted in this production. The
Jungle constructs various dramaturgies of proximity meticulously, to bring spectators
closer to migrant stories. These strategies, however, risk spectatorial stasis: the
audience brought so intimately into the reconstruction of the Calais camp, their
emotions so implicated in the trajectories of individual characters surrounding them
in the immersive staging, that their critical engagement with the broader structural
issues which the play illuminates fades away in the distance. Given the context of
migrants and refugees continuing to face violence at the hands of the same system
dramatized in The Jungle, how can empathy alone be enough to confront the reality
of what has been staged?

Before we proceed, I wish to make it plain that as a spectator to The Jungle in , I
was deeply moved by the production.6 In the time which has since elapsed, however, I
have grown sceptical of the over-reliance upon the spectator’s ability to engage
empathetically as evidence of a significant political intervention. Indeed, as Lauren
Berlant reminds us, ‘In operation, compassion is a term denoting privilege: the
sufferer is over there’.7 This illustrates the knotty paradox at work in The Jungle’s
particular dramaturgies of proximity: though the play sought to bring the issues of
migration and exile ‘close to home’, this closeness manufactures empathy as a
politically subversive force in and of itself. This minimizes the importance of audience
members making political demands in the context of the ongoing struggles faced by
migrants in the UK and at the border, and this decentres migrant and refugee
subjects from their own stories, placing them at a remove.

This article proposes that staging ongoing issues of migration may be best served by
the use of Brechtian modalities of distanciation, critically engaging audiences to be
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politically aware, politically active and mindful of the limits of empathy. Guided by
performance, critical-race and affective theories, I probe the ethical and political
implications of staging ongoing issues in migration, with particular focus upon the
stasis inherent in certain dramaturgies of proximity used to foster empathy. With The
Jungle as my point of departure, I will first analyse the virtues and limitations of
staging theatre pertaining to ongoing issues in migration on the West End. Focusing
specifically upon the play’s transfer to the Playhouse Theatre from the Young Vic, I
offer evidence of my own spectatorial experience of the show, and analyse what it
means to situate a play concerned with ongoing issues in migration within the lineage
of the West End, querying the extent to which it was an affront to the industry and
the neighbourhood in which it was performed, as the media appeared to contend.8 I
will then move on to examine the popularity of immersive strategies in migration
theatre, and in conversation with Sara Ahmed’s theory of ‘multicultural love’, consider
what these strategies do to confect a problematic ethos of multicultural belonging.9

Finally, I critically assess the use of humour in contemporary work on migration. I
focus upon the use of humour in a Brechtian modality, to foster a critical distance in
the audience through Verfremdungseffekt, in particular when these comedic moments
are immediately followed by moments sought to evoke empathy, a faculty which
much contemporary work on migration appears eager to leave audiences with.

An ongoing crisis on the West End

The Jungle began its theatrical life at the Young Vic in , before transferring to the
West End’s Playhouse Theatre in  as a co-production between the Young Vic,
National Theatre and Good Chance. It has since enjoyed transnational success,
journeying to San Francisco and New York in –. The Jungle, the playtext
prefaces, is a ‘fictional account inspired by the writers’ [Joes Murphy and Robertson]
work in the Jungle’.10 Audiences sit at tables or on the floor of the reimagined
‘Afghan Café’, a restaurant which once existed at the site in Calais, immersed in the
action of the play. At the Playhouse Theatre, however, an additional perspective was
added. The production chose to retain the traditional dress circle of the theatre,
renaming it the ‘Cliffs of Dover’. The audience in the Cliffs sat at a critical distance,
looking down over the performance, and at the interplay between the other audience
and performers below (see Fig. ). The character Safi, a refugee from Syria, is our
narrator. He guides us, navigating the tensions building between refugees from
different countries and British volunteers, the violently hands-on French police and
the negligently hands-off British state. He also routinely breaks the fourth wall,
confronting the audience directly regarding their own responsibilities in bearing witness.

Whilst the play stages many scenes of the border’s violence brutally, it also chooses
to stylize many scenes within a comedic register. The terrible gymnastics of attempted
border crossings are made into a game between teenagers in the camp;
mistranslations are often exaggerated for comedic effect; and British volunteer Boxer
is fashioned into a ‘comedic migrant’, allowing him to directly criticize the British
government through satirical song.11 As the play ends, it does so with Safi relaying
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that the camp has been destroyed by French forces; that children have disappeared; and
that he, having reached the UK at last, is kept in a state of precarity by the Home Office,
with administrative errors delaying the outcome of his asylum application.

To understand the rigid cultural imaginary surrounding what allegedly ‘belongs’ on
the West End – and how The Jungle both cast itself and became cast as a misfit in this
environment – we may first turn to a review of The Jungle in the political and cultural
magazine the New Statesman. In a review-cum-profile of The Jungle’s West End
mega-producer Sonia Friedman, Paul Mason observes,

Take a stroll along Shaftesbury Avenue and you’ll find Michael Jackson’s Thriller Live,

Imperium – a shlock and gore adaptation of the Robert Harris novels – the

interminable Les Mis, the teen musical Everybody’s Talking About Jamie, and

Friedman’s current blockbuster, Harry Potter. None of these shows are dire; some of

them are highly relevant (Imperium manages to take a swipe at Trump); but none of

them takes a directly political risk. I can’t recall any mainstream theatre producer

attempting something so dissonant with theatreland’s idea of what sells.12

Mason, like other critics, situates The Jungle as an unorthodox ‘risk’, within perceptions
of what kind of shows work within the commercial funding model of the West End.13

Mason here confects a presumed apoliticism of the work he cites above, setting The
Jungle apart as politically provocative. In the context of the British theatre industry at
large, the language of ‘risk’ is also a familiar metric which has been used in marketing

Fig.  Mohammed (Jonathan Nyati) and Salar (Ben Turner) celebrate, surrounded by audience members in
the Afghan Café seating, whilst audience members in the ‘Cliffs of Dover’ circle seating look down from
above. National Theatre Archive, photograph by Marc Brenner.
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and cultural policy, often within a racist logic to imply that productions centring
non-white subjects could not have broad audience appeal.14 Sonia Friedman
articulates her ambition with the play as challenging ideas of popularity, and
perceptions of belonging on the West End: ‘I want The Jungle to be talked about
alongside Harry Potter, The Lion King and Dreamgirls.’15 The media fervour
surrounding the out-of-place-ness of this production illuminates encoded
presumptions regarding which kinds of stories are entitled to a central focus in
cultural representation.

As Olivia Lamont-Bishop points out, the production team may have chosen the
Playhouse Theatre to exaggerate the material distinction between the story of those
who struggle to belong in the nation, compared to the optics of the theatre itself, and
the neighbourhood in which it resides: both connoting extreme wealth and symbolic
power. ‘Perhaps in the stark and uncomfortable contrast between the recreation of the
camp with the West End awnings and plush foyer’, Lamont-Bishop suggests, ‘The
Jungle is trying to be overt in its understanding of itself as a cultural offering that
embodies self-reflexivity’.16 In this way, the play could be seen as embodying a
Brechtian modality of contradictions within the chain of production itself: its
placement in that location, in that lineage, illuminating presumptions and structural
racism within the both the media and theatre industries at large.

However, this begs the question: does showcasing this production here vest it with a
political power beyond the level of the symbolic? Writing on Brecht, David Savran notes,

He upbraids bourgeois artists because they mistakenly imagine ‘they have got hold of

the apparatus which in fact has got a hold of them’ and, as a result, profoundly

underestimate the extent to which their own work is fashioned and in effect held

hostage by the very apparatus they believe they are managing, manipulating, and

even subverting.17

In this, Brecht perceived the extent of a social change which a work of art could inspire as
directly relational to the framework in which it is placed, and who does the placing.
Noticing how this works in the context of The Jungle, though the juggernauts of the
theatre industry who were at the helm of the production were certainly well intended
with regard to broadening audiences who could access this story, the West End as a
space and industry is one still predicated upon multiple foundations of material
exclusion. Though a certain number of free tickets were allocated to asylum seekers
and many were priced at twenty-five pounds or less, the majority of tickets were still
marketed between twenty-five and eighty pounds, which presents a very real financial
barrier to many, particularly as income inequalities ever deepen in the capital.

The theatre industry at large can certainly be seen at play in gentrifying London’s
neighbourhoods. Whilst The Jungle’s premiering venue the Young Vic has taken some
kind of responsibility for the ways in which it, as a prestigious cultural venue, is
implicated in the gentrification of its neighbourhood (Southwark), the same cannot
be said for the West End. The Young Vic has over the course of many years
developed its outreach strategies, inviting many white and non-white working-class
communities affected by gentrification into the theatre’s activities, offering free or
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low-cost tickets.18 West End theatres, by comparison, have chosen time and again not to
engage in wider access schemes in an enduring, community-building way. This
implicates the extent to which work which is placed there can ever reasonably be seen
as providing a sustained, proactive political provocation – if many potential audiences
are restricted from the start.

If the play’s subversive power is situated in momentarily diversifying the
conversation of who is on the West End, surely this articulates the play’s
subversiveness being above all for the industry. As the context of this particular story
is ongoing – people still struggle and die crossing the border to the UK, the media
and government still frame immigrants’ lives as unworthy of material investment – I
argue that situating this piece of work within this neighbourhood and lineage of the
West End is more contentious for the theatre-makers themselves than for the broader
issue being represented. I contend that it is not enough to assign political power to a
piece of work because it has finally been invited into the room, into the theatre, into
the neighbourhood, when that neighbourhood at large is incredibly implicated in
material acts of exclusion and in the maintenance of a cultural, political hierarchy
which often ostracizes those whom this allegedly politically provocative work is about
– the poor, the displaced, black and brown people.

Further examining audience responses to The Jungle casts doubt upon how
politically subversive empathy alone can be, particularly when immersive
dramaturgies are employed, drawing spectators into emotional identification with
individual characters, at the expense of broader systemic critique.

Immersive strategies and confecting closeness

‘You are with the characters every step of the way, you truly are inside the Afghan cafe
thanks to the amazing set’.19 So reads one audience review of The Jungle via Time Out
magazine. This is one example of many audience reviews directly crediting The
Jungle’s immersive strategies to the spectator’s affinity with the characters. Others
‘defy anyone who sees it not to leave changed’, stating that it is ‘so real I forgot I was
watching a play’ and that ‘my humanity is shaken to the core’.20

Responses such as these, frommembers of the audience and critics alike, suggest the
emergence of communitas at performances of The Jungle. Within a context of American
queer and feminist live performance, Jill Dolan understands communitas from Victor
Turner as a term to describe the moments in a performance where audiences become
affectively cohered: ‘spectators’ individuality becomes finely attuned to those around
them, and a cohesive if fleeting feeling of belonging to the group bathes the
audience’.21 As a spectator to The Jungle myself, the scenes where characters with
enormously different approaches to the issues facing the camp would have conflict,
but would try to muddle through it and find small successes in collaboration, made
me feel as though a certain communitas was being evoked in the audience, that there
emerged a feeling of being ‘seared by the promise of a present that gestures toward a
better later’.22 In the context of representing ongoing issues in migration onstage,
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moments of communitas have the potential to be particularly potent, politically
mobilizing audiences to invest further in the issues raised beyond the live time and place.

In this particular instance, I believe there is reason to hesitate regarding the
performance’s alleged transformative potential, particularly when the use of
immersive strategies supposedly creates an ethos of closeness. Even if audiences are
spatialized to be close to one another, sensorially embroiled in the world and action
of the performance (see Fig. ), the burden placed upon the individual spectator, ‘to
make more, do more, feel more’, as Adam Alston puts it, can lead to an intense
present-tenseness for the spectator.23 This can cause the spectator to have greater
scrutiny of their own behaviours, perhaps distracting attention from their role as part
of a larger whole. For Alston, immersive and participatory strategies prioritize the
spectator’s emotional geography, above what is being represented artistically: ‘in the
heady heights of immersion and participation’, Alston observes, ‘it is not art objects
that take precedence so much as the affective consequences of an audience’s own
engagement’.24 Though this is perhaps useful to encourage audience members to have
greater self-awareness regarding their role in the theatre and their act of bearing
witness, an anxiety of immediacy can emerge: should I have acted like that? Maybe
they wanted me to do something differently? This kind of response situates the
spectator in the present tense of their own emotionality, perhaps missing the
opportunity to marvel or be moved by the art in a way which gestures more towards

Fig.  Mohammed (Jonathan Nyati) stands in the darkness amongst audience members seated in the
Afghan Café. National Theatre Archive, photograph by Marc Brenner.
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ideas of futurity. The envisioning of a ‘better later’ becomes foreclosed. Distancing which
can be conducive to acting upon social change is kept at a remove.

Immersive strategies which may breed self-consciousness on the part of the
spectator – concerned with their own participation in the performance, and their own
emotionality – may preclude conditions of a more communal, mobilizing affect at the
site of performance. The Jungle stages ongoing scenarios of violence at the border, in
the Home Office, in the attitude of the British media. Using strategies of immersion
to represent this reality is something I interpret as somewhat self-defeating. The
audience being embroiled with the action of the characters so immediately, every so
often being encouraged to sing, to accept food, situates them so convincingly in the
world of the play that affective responses to the immediacy of this created world
become prioritized over a more distanced scrutiny, a distanced scrutiny which is
needed to confront the organization of political power and responsibility regarding
the ongoing crisis in migration. When The Jungle repeatedly names the insufficiencies
of the ruling government with regard to migration, but so carefully constructs a world
of intimacy between the world of the play and the spectators to it, that objective
critique of a broader political structure beyond the play becomes de-prioritized. The
political contradictions which this play names, and which the play stages by its very
existence on the West End, become muted in favour of the audience members’
individual emotionality and introspection. With this lack of critical distance, the
strategy of intense immersion risks confecting an environment of dark tourism for
the audience in the recreation of the Calais camp.

Immersive strategies are, however, a distinctly popular way to dramatize the stories
of contemporary and ongoing migration. National Theatre Wales’s Tide Whisperer
() promoted itself as an immersive production, bringing audiences to beaches
across the country to witness monologues on migration.25 LegalAliens Theatre’s
production of Closed Lands () in the immersive venue of the Vaults below
Waterloo station interspersed satire, poetry and monologues with projected media
footage, critiquing the media’s role in fetishizing border crossings and scenes of
violence in migration.26 Indeed, prior to The Jungle, Good Chance Theatre took one
of their pop-up geodesic domes to London’s Somerset House, where they utilized
immersive strategies to exhibit the stories of asylum seekers in the UK via
BeAnotherLab’s The Machine to Be Another ().27 This installation allowed
participants to ‘swap’ bodies via a VR headset with a refugee who was either in the
Calais Jungle or claiming asylum in the UK. Motivating why they wanted asylum
seekers and refugees to share their stories this way, Joe Murphy said,

This virtual reality experience, it’s a way of increasing empathy. It’s a way of actually,

literally planting yourself in a different situation. All art asks you to imagine things

and this experience just makes that imagining a little bit easier, and takes you a little

bit further on in that process.28

By bringing the participants’ ocular and aural faculties as close as possible to another
individual’s (namely a refugee’s) experience via the VR headset, Good Chance again
emphasize audience proximity to the migrant subject as a necessity in fostering

welton Welcome to The Jungle 

available at https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0307883320000243
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. University of Ottawa - Library Network, on 10 Dec 2020 at 19:56:24, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use,

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0307883320000243
https://www.cambridge.org/core


empathy, to be as close to them as possible. Using immersive strategies in performance
staging migration can certainly encourage participants to consider the privileges of their
own mobility.

However, facilitating a temporary ‘could-have-been-me’-ness, as Sara Ahmed terms
it, through immersive strategies risks de-prioritizing the necessity of robust, material
action required by a politically activated populace. Relying upon empathy and
momentary disorientation idealizes the feeling individual, and dematerializes the need
for creative organization on a broader level, to materially change the realities for
non-white migrants and refugees who face the structural racism and oppression of the
British border.

Returning to Alston, he argues that immersive strategies are often marketed by
companies as liberating audiences from a position of alleged passivity. In a theatrical
context, this is particularly implied in relation to normative conditions of end-on
spectatorship. Alston notes that this encourages audiences to model ‘productive
participation’.29 He identifies this as problematic insofar as this aspiration to constant
productivity is constitutive of contemporary life under neo-liberalism, where the state
increasingly abdicates its responsibilities of care, setting the onus of responsibility for
all factors of living a life entirely upon the individual. When brought into the artistic
realm, and particularly one which seeks to represent the ongoing realities of migration
onstage, employing strategies which further put the onus of responsibility upon the
individual spectator may regulate how they can respond. Immersive strategies become
individuating, with the spectator becoming as inert in the theatrical space as they may
be when they are watching the news at home – wondering what they could possibly
do individually to effect change. This focus upon the active individual spectator
relegates the democratic potential of being an audience, and casts the responsibilities
of the state to the background once more.

The logic of empathy fostering closeness, expressed by Good Chance’s practitioners
and reinforced through the audience reviews of The Jungle, exhibits a persuasive
illustration of a humanist narrative of multiculturalism, a persistent feature of British
society. Sara Ahmed articulates a notion of closeness supposedly being able to forge
understanding between different racial and ethnic constituencies as an illusion that,
‘proximity would mean harmony between others and the incorporation of others into
a national ideal. The narrative goes something like this: If only we were closer we
would be as one’.30 Analysing British government documents in the early s,
Ahmed observes that the construction of ‘multicultural love’ is put forward as a
‘national ideal’; the onus of responsibility for dissipating racial and ethnic tensions in
the UK was placed on migrants and ethnic minorities as a mass to model sociality
beyond their own ethnic and racial groups, to model the ethos of a multicultural
society. Ahmed continues, ‘This narrative projects sameness onto “ethnic minority”
communities in order to elevate the national ideal into a love for difference.
Difference becomes an ideal by being represented as a form of likeness; it becomes a
new consensus that binds us together’.31 The valorization of immersive strategies to
represent stories of migration onstage risks modelling the multicultural ideal which
Ahmed critiques here: that understanding is best understood through a closer
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proximity, difference becoming a temporary sameness, with empathy idealized as a
satisfactory conclusion for having modelled sociality in this way.

Many of the immersive strategies at play in The Jungle were heightened by the
comedic strategies that shaped the play, confecting an ethos of belonging which
sometimes felt politically productive, but simultaneously troubling. In the next
section, I will situate how juxtaposing a comedic model (specifically satire) against
strategies to foster empathy in the specific case of The Jungle complicated how
humour could function to hold audiences and the government to account.

Brecht, humour and the resolution of empathy

For Brecht, ‘Humour is a feeling of distance’.32 As part of his Verfremdungseffekt,
comedy could fulfil a transgressive function when it threatened emotional
identification with characters and worlds built onstage, laughter at the ways in which
the stage revealed its confected nature, leading the spectator to question the
implications of not just this representation, but of ‘every imaginable orthodoxy’.
Brecht, in this regard, allies with Bergson’s theory of laughter, which suggests, ‘The
comic … appeals to the intelligence, pure and simple; laughter is incompatible with
emotion’.33 Comedy as a strategy threatens emotional closeness between audience and
performer. In theatre representing ongoing migration onstage, this is a possibility
fraught with risk and potential.

Using a comedic model to approach issues in migration is growing in popularity.
Far from anchoring comedy in racial and ethnic stereotyping (a criticism which has
been levied against some of the National Theatre’s biggest shows exploring migration
over the past decade), contemporary work such as Sh!t Theatre’s Edinburgh Fringe
success Drink Rum with Expats works with a careful juxtaposition between humour
and horror in migration.34 Working with autobiographical material, Sh!t Theatre’s
Louise Mothersole and Becca Biscuit detail a research trip to Malta. It starts out with
free alcohol distributed to the audience, with jokes about different drinking cultures
and observations of difference you make when abroad, and quickly descends into the
more harrowing side of the culture they have come to visit, seeing how they treat
migrants who come to the country in search of asylum. Critic Ava Wong Davies
notes that, as a spectator, ‘The laughter bleeds into the awfulness’, with the ‘final
twenty-minute torrent’ of horrendous images of violence against migrants leaving
little room for laughter or simplistic empathy.35 In a Canadian context, Yana
Meerzon has recently discussed the use of tragic farce and melancholic immigrant
tropes in Janusz Glowacki’s Hunting Cockroaches to evoke laughter in its audiences,
so that the spectator may be able to interrogate their laughter, and query the
implications of situating the comic and the melancholic so closely to one another in
the condition of being an immigrant.36

This blending of comedy within a stereotypical modality of pathos and trauma
when it comes to migrant subjectivity being portrayed onstage can cleverly engage the
audience’s critical faculties of bearing witness to ongoing issues which migrants face.
Meerzon further articulates the subversive power of other stylings of comedy,
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establishing the character of the ‘comedic migrant’ as a transgressive figure in
performance history. Tracing the figure from a lineage of the ‘theatrical simpleton’
from Delia Montesinos, the ‘comedic migrant’ is a character distinct from the
prevailing context in which the play is set – usually in a court or otherwise elite
environment – and has to suppress their intelligence through witty word play.
Though this character may seem to model racial and ethnic stereotypes of their own
racial and ethnic identities, they are also able to reveal salient political truths which
other characters, not anticipating the comedic migrant’s astuteness, cannot see.37

In The Jungle, the figure of the ‘comedic migrant’ is vested in the character Boxer,
who is stylized as ‘radically different’ particularly from the other British volunteer
characters represented, by virtue of his working-class status. He is stylized within a
stereotypical conception of a working-class Scouse man, often drunk and
rhapsodizing about cheap beer and former Newcastle United player Kevin Keegan.
Throughout the duration of The Jungle, he is lewd and bawdy, often flouting the
social decorum carefully established by the other British volunteers’ quasi-colonial
attempts to ‘organize’ the camp and its constituents. These moments – at least in the
performance I attended – generated significant laughter from the spectators at the
Playhouse Theatre (who, one could assume, were largely middle-class, given the price
point of the tickets). Boxer reveals the politically provocative side of his character
through the medium of satirical song, which we can recognize as suitably Brechtian.
One illustrative moment where Boxer’s character evokes a critical distance in the
audience through their laughter is when he sings about the ‘Christmas Shoebox’
charitable-giving campaign, where people donate goods in a shoebox to be sent on to
someone in need. Boxer, banjo in arm, warbles the list of objects typically donated,
items which seem to evoke little thought for the eventual recipient. Boxer narrates
through song the child character Little Amal excitedly opening her present: ‘She rips
it up and looks inside, it’s “Haddaway again!” / A packet of pantie liners and some
‘Nivea for Men’.38 The comedic effect here was palpable in the audience, with
smatterings of laughter in recognition and the absurdity of the ‘gifts’ that have been
so generously given. The final stanza of Boxer’s song, however, changes tone, with a
plea to the then prime minister Theresa May: ‘You call yourself a Christian you’re
more a prison warder / Just imagine how you’d feel … if this one was your
daughter.’39 The plea here might be to Theresa May, but it is also to the audience, as
interpellated through the use of ‘you’d feel’ and ‘your daughter’. This highlights a
broader tendency within the play to have the resolutions of scenes stylized within an
empathetic register.

This moment in particular, I believe, is problematic in its distillation of associations
of closeness and care; when Boxer asks Theresa May (and the audience) to ‘imagine how
you’d feel … if this one was your daughter’, the character situates an ethics of empathy
and care within a fictionalized bloodline association to a child refugee. This, I argue,
becomes another example of what Ahmed situates as ‘[d]ifference becom[ing] an
ideal by being represented as a form of likeness’.40 The production seeks out an
empathetic response from the audience by situating Little Amal in a fictional familial
lineage – the closeness of an imagined familial bond consecrating the political
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urgency of what the play presents. Though I confess to have found this moment moving
as a spectator, I still retain some aversion to what moments like this do. This moment is
representative of a broader move within the play to initially employ Brechtian strategies
of comedy, calling the audience to critically assess their laughter, but immediately
abandoning these strategies by confecting moments of ‘resolution’ within a more
‘clean-cut’, empathetic register. This, I argue, stunts the creative, politically efficacious
potential of the audience to not only critically assess their role in bearing witness to
this social issue at the theatre, but in this specific example it situates familial
belonging as the idealized realm for an ethics of long-term care.

When juxtaposed against idealized moments of empathetic resolution, Brechtian
strategies of comedy in theatre staging migration become diluted, risking introspective
responses from audiences. Once again, this prioritizes the private rumination of the
individual, feeling audience member at the expense of alerting audiences –
particularly British ones – to the fact that they have rights by virtue of their
citizenship, and that they have the agency to mobilize politically to change the
material realities for asylum seekers kept in conditions of precarity both within the
UK and at the border. Furthermore, such moments of resolution neuter
the audience’s ability to think creatively on what is being represented in a more
collective manner. If a comedic model which forced the audience to wrestle with the
implications of their laughter and their presence witnessing this ongoing history were
employed, then audiences might be encouraged to consider new conditions of
belonging, beyond the bounds of what is naturalized by the state, or indeed by the
theatre industry.

Conclusion

Upon leaving the Playhouse Theatre when The Jungle was over, audiences were handed
an exit flyer, with the question What Can I Do? on one side of the page. On the other,
suggestions included donating to the charity Help Refugees, donating goods,
volunteering, hosting a refugee in your home or writing to your parliamentary
representative. Though this gave audiences guidance on how to translate their
affective responses into some kind of tangible action, the suggestions proposed still
situate meaningful change at the site of the individual – something which the play for
two and half hours previously had seemed to critique in the representations of British
volunteer characters. The suggestions continue to valorize the proximity of the
individual spectator to the migrant subject as a way of productively fostering
empathy, and this being sufficient political praxis. In the arena of political change,
like Ahmed, I am sceptical of what a conflation of proximity with compassion can
achieve – what idealizing emotional identification as a basis for politics can do.41

Perhaps a more genuinely politically provocative suggestion from Good Chance
would have been to provide the What Can I Do? leaflet as a page which had no
answers. Perhaps then the political urgency of the work, and of staging it in this
location, at this time, in a collective of people, could lead somewhere with a more
collective ambition, one which the company does not try to provide the script for.
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Through the example of Good Chance Theatre’s The Jungle, this article has argued for
caution in the staging of ongoing issues in migration. I have taken issue with the use of
immersive strategies in contemporary migration work, as they can often leave the burden
of responsibility upon the individual spectator, deflecting – counterproductively – blame
from the broader political establishment. Finally, I have troubled the use of Brechtian
modalities of humour as impotent when juxtaposed against strategies of empathy.
Strategies of empathy – perhaps unwittingly – provide a simple resolution when they
follow moments of comedy, which vest in them the potential for audience members to
have a more creative and interrogative critical stance once the laughter has died down.

Whilst it is of paramount importance that the nuances of migration be represented
in challenging, difficult ways artistically, I see the necessary political power of this work
as something which cannot be realized in the confection of sameness through ideas of
closeness and belonging. Instead, productions representing migration should maintain
a critical distance from existing structures of political power, resist dramaturgies of
proximity which simplify differences, and allow their audiences the creative and
critical imagination to be politically mobilized at and beyond the site of performance.
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