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The Limits of Empathy: Avoiding Bias on Stage 
 By Jonathan Fox 

"I was working as a cab driver in NYC," begins the white teller, as he sits down in the chair. "This black man 
gets into my cab late at night, and says he wants to go to Harlem." My antennae jump out. Was the teller 
prejudiced? Was this going to be a story demeaning black people? 
 
What followed was a rather unclear story that skirted the line. As conductor, I made no special intervention, 
but I was uncomfortable with the way it turned out. 

How do we deal in playback theatre with stories that reveal prejudice and bias is the subject of this article. 
It is not meant to be exhaustive in any way, but to sketch out a range of solutions. Many of you will have 
discovered interventions that I do not mention, and I look forward to hearing about them. 

First, let me state a principle: we will not objectify a minority on stage. This means that if a minority is 
portrayed as less than human in any way, we will do something about it.  

When he heard this statement, a playbacker from the west coast said, "But I thought our job in playback 
was always to empathize with the teller, no matter what." 

Playback theatre is not "just for the teller." We must balance our empathy for individuals with our desire to 
reduce injustice and alienation.  

This does not mean that we refuse to honor the stories of a dominant group. If many people feel threatened 
by immigrants, for example, and a (white) teller tells a story on this theme, that feeling is legitimate, and 
we can empathize with the teller. But at the same time, we do not want to dehumanize the immigrant, 
whose actions may be driven by a poverty and unrootedness beyond his or her control. 

What we do to counteract bias in a story is similar to interventions we might take in other special situations, 
where we are careful to humanize a character or object. A classic example might be a teenager telling about 
a fantastic party where there was a lot of dangerous drinking. While fully honoring the story, we might 
include onstage a bottle that speaks, giving some expression to the untold story of danger and self-
destruction. 

To be clear: I am not saying that you can never have a "bad guy" in a story. If someone tells a story about 
a boss that is overbearing, the actor can play the role play as very overbearing. A good story often has an 
antagonist. But in this case the antagonist is a powerful and privileged member of society. It is different 
when the antagonist is the weak and oppressed member of society. 

It's time to give some specific examples and solutions. 

Story: At a university performance, a fraternity brother tells a "funny" story about him and his mates spying 
on a young woman whose bathroom window is visible from their building.  

There are three kinds of solution. Two are conductor interventions, and one an actor intervention. 

Conductor intervention #1: Conductor's here and now reaction. There are many ways, verbal and nonverbal, 
to respond. For instance, the conductor, during the interview, can say, "that's not very nice!" in a humorous 
way that does not alienate the teller but makes it clear to everyone in the audience that there is a 
questionable value system embedded in the story. If she wishes, the conductor might even decide to 
directly confront the teller, saying, "We will not enact a story that demeans or is at the expense of another." 



Conductor intervention #2: Next teller. The conductor does not intervene at the moment, but waits until the 
teller leaves the chair. In the example above, after the male's story about laughing at a woman in a private 
moment, the conductor asks for the next story "from a woman," trusting that it will constitute a kind of 
reply.  

Actor intervention: Humanize the role. The actor chosen to be the woman needs to be bold enough to show 
her humanity in the enactment. For example, she might soliloquize as she gets ready for the shower that it 
is her one time to be by herself and collect herself for her day--something that will counterbalance the crude 
guffawing of the men who are watching, teller included. In such a situation, the actors playing the men must 
give this actor space. They must work together to honor the teller's story, but also do something more. 

Some companies have the skill to include unexpressed parts of a story in a collage format, either in the 
original enactment, or in a closing collage. 

Another actor intervention, for very special cases, is to decline a role. In my view, this is OK. The conductor 
can support the actor and ask the teller to pick someone else. 

If playback theatre teams know that these interventions are always available to them, then they can 
proceed to deal with a problematic story with confidence, always working together. The conductor will know 
that the actors can respond, and the actors know that the conductor can respond. 

At the recent People of Color Working in Playback workshop that took place at the School, we reviewed 
these interventions, and another kind of situation emerged. It particularly concerns the case when the 
person picked to play the minority is a minority.  

In a story about a suspicious or scary person of color (POC), for example, the POC actor will often be picked 
to play the role. Knowing that he or she has the freedom--and the duty--to humanize that role can help that 
actor stay spontaneous.  

But there are some cases where it is too difficult, and the conductor should protect his or her actor who is a 
person of color from having to play the role at all.  

For instance, one of the stories told in a recent New Orleans performance as part of the Katrina Relief 
Project concerned a white teller who went into a hardware store in his northeastern US town to ask for 
donations. The owner was a grossly prejudiced individual who called the displaced people of the Gulf 
"knuckledusters." In this case, the teller was not prejudiced, as proven by his volunteering in New Orleans 
to help clean up after the hurricanes. His story in fact concerned his dilemma of whether to challenge the 
owner on his views or to be quiet in hopes of obtaining much-needed materials. 

In the event, the teller's actor, who was a person of color, experienced her heart sink as soon as she heard 
that grossly insulting word describing African-Americans. She performed the story, and did it adequately, 
but she was upset about it, and the upset lingered. In a real sense she did not want to have anything to do 
with a story that contained an element so insulting to her. 

Here is a case where the conductor, appreciating the actor's discomfort, can choose to do the story using a 
short form, such as a chorus or a three-part story, in order to protect the actor. 

In the ongoing search for diversity that concern many companies, we need to be sensitive to the experience 
of our own persons of color in enacting stories that contain the stain of prejudice.  

The white members also have the responsibility to play people of color in a nonstereotypical way and to 
fulfill the roles of prejudiced whites without "whitewashing" them. 

From this it follows that a company that does not explore its own stories of issues of race, class, and other 
categories of oppression will probably not be sensitive to the stories embedding these themes when they 
occur in performances, and there is a strong likelihood that prejudice will be perpetuated. This process is 
never easy or quick. But it is essential. 



Playback theatre is based on deep listening and empathy. But it is no less based on the idea that the story 
told, the story enacted, is good for everyone. That includes a minority person in the audience. That includes 
the performers, too. 

It should not be a choice between empathy or fairness. We need to raise our awareness and hone our skills 
so that we can do it all. 

   
 

 


