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Ute Pinkert 

Varieties of Transformation  

Discourses and Practices in Aesthetic Education/Theatre Pedagogy1 

The following considerations focus on a particular field of education which historically has always 
been located more or less in an “in-between” in its relation to the arts and aesthetics on the one hand 
and pedagogy on the other: aesthetic education. On the basis of recent discussions within one of its 
subcategories, the aesthetic education through the medium of theatre and performance2, I will 
delineate the topics that currently dominate the discourse of theatre pedagogy in education theory. It 
is the aim of this exemplary survey to generate questions and perspectives that might further critical 
reflection within the various disciplines of aesthetic education. Current discussions about the value 
and profile of art subjects in the education canon increasingly emphasise the necessity of such 
critical reflections. Furthermore, an altered perspective on transformative practices in theatre 
pedagogy can shed light on how learning processes within “cultural performances” of educational 
activities in general are (or can be) organized. 
 
Deconstructions of the „Promises of the Aesthetic“  
However disparate the respective historical constructions of the aesthetics as an educational subject 
and/or practice, the belief that aesthetics or the arts had a basically “positive impact on social, 
educational, political or individual concerns” (Ehrenspeck 2003, 12) has formed a continuous motif 
ever since the development of a philosophy of aesthetic education around 1800. In this context 
Yvonne Ehrenspeck speaks of the “promises of the aesthetic”(”Versprechungen des Ästhetischen“; 
ibid.) as a topos. On a pragmatic level, e.g. in the scramble for ever-decreasing resources, the 
perpetuation of these „promises“ has remained widely unquestioned3; meanwhile, the theatre 
pedagogical discourse increasingly aims at their historical-critical reflection.  

As an example, Ulrike Hentschel’s mid-1990s study on specific “modes of experience” 
establishes acting as a form of aesthetic education. By reducing the aesthetic experience of 
performing to the basic principles of acting theory and methods, she explicitly opposed excessive 
demands on theatre pedagogy in the name of “general” aims of education in terms of proclamatory 
“promises”. While Hentschel follows a systematic method, my approach would be a historical one 
which examines the promises of the aesthetic in their respective contexts. One orientation has been 
offered by the works of sociologist Albrecht Göschel in his historical-critical examination, based on 
empirical studies, of shifts in cultural values and constructions of meaning in the past fifty years (cf. 
Göschel 1994a/b). Göschel delineated how the respective determination of the objects and aims of 
cultural education is connected to the emergence and possibilities of influence of different 
formations of social structure. In addition, he showed how this is linked to the construction of the 
respective contextually imagined concepts of “art”4. As could be shown, the resulting four different 

                                                 
1 The text is related to the preparation of a research project in the field of aesthetic education, which I am working on together with 
Tania Meyer. Her research and preparatory work as well as our countless discussions have contributed immensely to the following 
considerations. 
2 In this text the term „theatre pedagogy“ implies a “mediocre” notion of theatre which covers the whole spectrum of contemporary 
performing arts, from artistic performance to theatre performance to the traditional theatre. Associated with this is the overlapping of 
topics of drama and arts in education which is not explicitly mentioned here. 
3 In this context I think of the vast field of what is known as „application lyric“, but also of the discussions about the value of 
aesthetic education for the development of “key competencies”. These are for example supported by the initiative “Proof of Cultural 
Qualification” which was founded by the Bundesvereinigung Kulturelle Jugendbildung to “prove key competencies through cultural 
education” (cf. Bundesvereinigung Kulturelle Jugendbildung e.V. 2004).  
4 This „concept of art“ covers among other things the respective conception and evaluation of the connection between (deficient) 
everyday life and art, the definition of the relation between „the beautiful“ (aesthetics), „the true“ (science) and „the good“ (ethics) 



cultural-pedagogical paradigms were also suitable to structure fundamental changes within 
theoretical and practical approaches of theatre pedagogy of the recent past (cf. Pinkert 2005, 103ff.).  

Göschel’s examination of cultural-pedagogical relations, which itself needs to be historicised, 
opens up a view of historical ways of interpreting the “promises of the aesthetic” (ibid., 115f.). 
These are grounded in the historically particular conceptions of interrelations between aesthetic 
perception and everyday experiences and can be proven in the changing allures of scientific 
approaches, methods and terms. It is therefore impossible to trace the “promises of the aesthetic” 
back to their “truth” but possible to work out “how, when and in which contexts” one speaks of 
aesthetic education (cf. Wulf 2001, 54). 

The following reflections proceed from this historically deconstructive approach, even if in this 
case the focus is on the discussion about current notions of the relation between the learners’ 
theatrical practice and their social reality in theatre pedagogy. Hence the basis and motivation of my 
considerations is the thesis that aesthetic education, especially theatre pedagogy, is currently 
challenged to reconsider theoretical assumptions in the sense of „promises“ so far accepted and to 
re-evaluate or re–develop them (maybe even in the sense of a “paradigm shift”). 

Reasons for this process can be found on at least three levels: 
- the developments of contemporary theatre and, closely linked with that, the descriptive models 
and tools which have been worked out in theatre studies – keywords: „Post-dramatic Theatre“ 
(Lehmann 1999) and “Aesthetics of the Performative“ (Fischer-Lichte 2004); 
- the shifts in the social structure which increase the awareness of social differences and the 
conditions of their reproduction – keyword: „The Misery of the World“ (Bourdieu/Accardo 1997) 
- the changes in models and tools of description in the social sciences which have had consequences 
for the humanities – keyword: “cultural turn” (Sievert/Reckwitz 1999, Bonnell/Hunt 1999). 
  
Transformations and “Border Crossings“ 
The process of a consciously intended and temporarily undergone “incomplete transformation” of a 
performer5 into someone or something else is the anthropological basis of transformation processes 
in acting. The basis for this is the „eccentric position“ (Plessner) as inherent in the ”conditio 
humana”, that is the human ability to “establish a distancing and distanced relation to oneself” 
(Fischer-Lichte 1997, 985). Thus the basic histrionic process consists in the performer projecting an 
image of someone else or some other situation, via his imagination; he splits in order to embody 
this image with one part of his self as a body-psychic unity or to act as such in another situation, 
while producing this embodiment/action with the other (cf. Simhandl 1990, 46ff.). When he 
confronts others in this process in order „to design an image of himself as somebody else, (...) 
which he beholds as a reflection in the eyes of others” (Fischer-Lichte, l.c.)6, we can speak of the 
“basic theatrical situation” (ibid.).  This situation is characteristic of social life in general and 
becomes the thematic and formal object of theatre as an art form (cf. ibid). In the course of this 
transformation the split-up parts of the performer’s identity enact a “mimetic pendulousness” (Karl 
2005, 37) which oscillates between the distance from the embodied other (this is “not-me”) and the 
identification with it (this is “not-not me”). In theatre anthropology this process is described as a 
state of “in-betweenness”, that is a state in which the performer is both “not himself” and “not-not 
himself”(cf. Schechner 1990, 10).  

This basic histrionic process has been differently accentuated in diverse theatre pedagogical 
theories from antiquity to Lessing, Brecht and “Post-Dramatic Theatre”. From a theatre pedagogical 
perspective it comes into view with regard to its educational impact on the performers/player. Here 
the focus is less on how to transform the spectators (best), which is the case in professional theatre 
and theatre studies. It is rather on the aesthetic experiences which the performers make in the 

                                                                                                                                                                  
and the outline of specific (educational) effect potentials of aesthetic practice with regard to changes of the subject and its social 
background. 
5 For better legibility the following text will only use one form of the sex-specific terminology for the subjects involved in the 
performing process: In compliance with the used literature, exclusively the male form will be used in the outline of the 
anthropological basis of the performing process. The female form on the other hand is preferred in the description of examples from 
the theatre pedagogical practice due to the usually higher number of girls and women in acting groups. It is implied that the 
representation always applies to both sexes. 
6 Contrary to Erika Fischer-Lichte’s presentation I see a crucial gradual difference between the „eccentric position“ that one can take 
on oneself (self-perception) and the possibilities of perception and reflection among people (external perception) .This originates 
from the physical constitution of the self, i.e. from the fact that the “I is formed as an entity directly connected with the physical” 
(Gebauer/Wulf, 59) and can therefore only see oneself with one’s own eyes. 



process of transformation as well as on the – preferably long-term7 – effects which these 
experiences have on their social life contexts.  

 
Concerning the relation between life contexts and theatre practice different models can be made 

out in theatre pedagogical theory, the revision of which, however, has only just begun (cf. Pinkert 
2005, 103ff.).  

In this respect, the reception of Bertolt Brecht’s philosophy and aesthetics was important for 
recent theatre pedagogy. Thus, up to now there is the more or less explicit claim in theatre 
pedagogical theory and practice that acting by non-professional performers should be understood as 
“work on attitudes” (Scheller). Even if the affinity appears to have gone unnoticed so far, it is to be 
assumed that Brecht’s concept of attitude in the sense of a matrix of thinking, perceiving and acting 
can be seen in direct connection with the concept of habitus as introduced by Bourdieu.  

The methods of the „work on attitudes“, which have been developed in the different cultural 
pedagogical paradigms, have a common aim: to provide the performing participants with the 
opportunity to transcend their attitude and behaviour routines which they have acquired through 
practical mimesis (Bourdieu) in their social practice. In current theatre pedagogy it is especially the 
playful moment of the enactment of the players’ everyday attitudes and behaviour on stage which is 
emphasised along with its reflection. According to Ulrike Hentschel, „pedagogical work with play 
and theatre (...) is about experimenting with attitudes, defamiliarizing them, making people aware of 
habitual behaviour patterns, reconstructing them and putting them into new contexts” (Hentschel 
1999, 20). Theatre pedagogical work provides the participants with the opportunity to gain a critical 
distance to their own habitual dispositions (attitudes) as well as to those of others, to recognise them 
in their “fundamental constructability” (ibid.) and to alter them.  

From a perspective which focuses on the educational potentials of acting in the light of an 
“aesthetics of the performative”, special attention is paid to the process of the “incomplete 
transformation” of non-professional performers. Unlike, for instance, the concentration on 
alienation and “conceptual awareness” (Holzkamp) the 70s work with ‘learning plays’ 
(‘Lehrstücke’) (Brecht), or the emphasis on expressivity and “authenticity” in the theatre work of 
the 80s (cf. Pinkert 2005, 106ff.), contemporary theatre pedagogical theory highlights the process of 
transformation itself with its characteristics and effects.  

The aesthetic experience of audiences in (contemporary) theatre performances and Performance 
Art has been described by Erika Fischer-Lichte as a “threshold experience” or “liminal experience” 
(2001). In accordance with theatre anthropological findings she attributes to theatre and 
performance the potential effect of transforming their onlookers “in every possible respect’ 
concerning their perception of reality” (Fischer-Lichte 2004 following Rao/Köpping, 306 ff.). From 
the perspective of aesthetic education and theatre pedagogy this effect potential is transferred to the 
performers. Hence Marie-Luise Lange, for example, characterises the artistic performance as a 
“permanent liminal state which turns out to be a passage to new, complex semiotic processes” 
(Lange 2002, 379). To her it is “an indispensable task of contemporary aesthetic education to reflect 
and design such polyvalent, performative processes” (ibid.). Ute Karl goes even further. She adopts 
the term „liminal experience“ as a description for the performers’ aesthetic experience and suggests 
to see “theatrical creation and ‘liminal experience’ (...) as a basic model for educational processes” 
(Karl 2005, 36):  

“What Fischer-Lichte claims for the body from an aesthetic reception perspective can 
also be conceived for the performers in terms of education theory: ‘[T]he restructuring 
of the semiotic system originates from the affective, physiological, energetic and 
motoric changes which come along with the destabilisation, that articulates itself in 
them.’” (Karl 2005 following Fischer-Lichte, 37). 

From this perspective Ute Karl describes the process of acting with emphases on its immanent “in-
between/spaces” and “borderline walks”. Her attention is especially concentrated on the “in-
between/space between theatre practice and biography” (ibid.), as it can be self-reflectively 
described by the participants.  

The perspective of arts in education on the “liminal experience”, while following the traditions 
of Performance Art, reflects educational processes with regard to the individual creative subject. By 
contrast, drama in education focuses on the social character of play and acting, or rather, 
                                                 
7 “To analyse educational processes in terms of  theatre practice does consequently aim for taking these long-term changes into view 
which are associated with theatre acting but go beyond it with regard to time.” (Karl: 36). 



performance plays a more prominent role. Thus, the architecturally and socially determined space in 
which theatrical staging takes place (cf. Fischer-Lichte 1997, 991) comes as much into view as the 
relations among the participants. In recent theatre pedagogy the social dimension of “liminal 
experience” is accordingly often expressed in such spatial terms as “spaces in the in-between” 
(Seitz 1996), “acting space” (Hanke 1997) or “threshold space” (Nickel 1998). Accordingly, these 
different terms highlight various dimensions of a difference between acting space and everyday 
space. Hence Hans-Wolfgang Nickel, from a structural point of view, compares the theatre work in 
educational institutions with liminoid phenomena, which “emerge outside the central economical 
and political processes, on the fringes, in the interstices and gaps of central institutions” (Nickel 
1998, 77), To him, the theatrical acting space is a “special space” where the “structure” of everyday 
reality is confronted with an “anti-structure” as it is characterised by the “dissolution of the 
normative social structure, its role system, its status positions, its rights and duties” (Nickel 1998 
following Turner, 77).  

In this sense, the performers’ “liminal experience”, as a precondition for the involved subjects’ 
self-education, directly refers to the structural establishment of threshold/liminal spaces. Thus, it 
seems to be vital for aesthetic educational processes in the medium of theatre or performance that 
they succeed in establishing threshold spaces within pedagogical contexts, and to enable liminal 
experiences for participants. In the indicative mode this reference to a highly complex structure of 
preconditions becomes a “promise”: 

What Turner applies to society in general can well be adopted for the theatre group: It 
detaches itself from everyday reality, it disengages the performers from their normative 
bonds, it allows them to find something new, to shape their experiences, and afterwards 
to carry their (anti-structural, liminoid) shapings from the acting space back to everyday 
life as a “seed of future social development” both inwards [change of attitude – U.P.] 
and outwards. It is one of the tasks of the theatre pedagogue to guide them twice across 
the threshold.” (Nickel 1998, 77) 

Starting from this selective and partial view on tendencies of contemporary theatre pedagogical 
theory formation, I would advocate to use such terms as “border crossing”, “in-between space” and 
“transformation” as keywords for the description of current perspectives on education processes in 
the medium of theatre and performance. In the sense of a historical critical examination of these 
current “promises of the aesthetic” I will in the following deal with the question of how this focus 
within the theatre pedagogical theory formation can be challenged, expanded and extended. 
Approaches of historical anthropology offer an orientation in this case. 
 
Change of Perspective 
The theoretical grounds for an orientation to border crossings and transformations within aesthetic 
education refer to the fact that “it is quite natural nowadays for children and adolescents to grow up 
with the phenomena of cultural “border crossings” between the various art categories, media, youth 
aesthetics and everyday processes”(Lange, 10). That is why “educational institutions - and 
especially the aesthetic and mediating fields in them – (have to) react” (ibid.). Another line of 
argumentation underpinning the focus on transformations within processes of presentation is 
grounded in the orientation of theatre pedagogical aims and methods towards the characteristics of 
the art form “theatre” (cf. Hentschel 1996, 251)8. This can be seen in the methodical practical 
orientation on “theories of artists” (cf. Hentschel 2003), for instance. As it is increasingly 
preoccupied with contemporary tendencies of theatre, theatre pedagogy takes for a privileged object 
both the transformation of the art form itself and the transforming effect (on onlookers) (cf. Fischer-
Lichte 1999, 7 ff.).  

In my opinion this aesthetically influenced perspective on the connection between social 
everyday life and theatrical (re)presentation runs the risk of overemphasising and overestimating 
“border crossings” in the contexts of aesthetic education. In the face of current demands for a 
“flexibility” of man in post-industrial capitalism (Sennet 2006) or the socio-economic compulsion 
to “subjectivation” of the “nomadic producers” (Negri 1998), the question arises if the pedagogical 
                                                 
8 Ulrike Hentschel advocates to „also deduce those educational processes from the aesthetic creation which are connected with 
staging” (Hentschel 2003, 83). In this context she argues to go back to systematic explanations for theatre and acting practice the way 
it has been developed by theatre artists in the form of “pragmatic theories” (Lehnerer). These can be used to justify didactic theories 
in theatre pedagogy. 



practice of aesthetic education does not also (or even especially) hold moments which by contrast 
aim at repetition, stability and community-building. These dimensions hardly come into view as 
long as the focus remains on the effect of the artistic work or production process the way it is 
reflected in the “theories of artists” that tend to neglect social and biographical contexts. It is in 
these latter, however, that, the crucial difference between an aesthetic practice of art and an 
aesthetic practice in pedagogical contexts lies. Looking at the „basis“ of theatre pedagogical work 
as it takes place in lessons and working groups at school, the foremost concern over artistic creation 
is to evoke or generate an attitude in the participants which can be expected as “habitualised” from 
professional artists. Beyond the aesthetics and working conditions of ‘beacons’ of theatre 
pedagogical work in youth and school theatre, problems come into view which otherwise remain 
unreflected - such as situations which theatre pedagogues describe as “failed”, like the following 
example:  

„A workshop in a project week at a secondary school with a very heterogeneous group 
of youths from the seventh to ninth grades. The ninth grade boys „do not know why” 
they are in this workshop and are not interested, but do not express other wishes or 
expectations. They „hang around“ – standing or sitting; deliberately or unintentionally 
sabotaging all efforts to create excitement. On the one hand the majority of the eighth 
form girls do not want “to make fools of themselves” in front of the ninth grade boys. 
On the other hand they have shown interest in theatre work and decided to join the 
workshop and are therefore in a dilemma. One third of the seventh grade girls are very 
shy and insecure with the older group. They only join in quite hesitantly, if at all. I feel 
that these girls would like to open up but I cannot persuade them to overcome their 
shyness and participate in the playing. Not least because the exercise gets scarcely 
going: hardly had it started when the rule is questioned: ‘What is this good for?’, ‘Why 
should we be doing this?’ or broken by whispering and other distractions. I feel that the 
adolescents are not motivated for (perhaps even incapable of) attention, precision, 
slowness, and repetition. I change my plans, simplify the rules and try to establish 
movements with those who participate (‘Ha-game’, walking through the room etc.). 
They obviously enjoy themselves. But the level of distraction remains the same, ‚This is 
stupid’ is to be heard from time to time. I am desperate.“9  

Proceeding from the above reflections on border crossings and transformation this account might 
enable the following questions:  

Into which contexts is the theatre workshop inserted? What expectations and attitudes (habitus) 
come into conflict? How do the participants affect each other? What interplay pertains between the 
theatre pedagogue’s establishment of rules and interventions on the one hand and the participants’ 
actions on the other? What kinds of communities are already in place, and what communities does 
the theatre pedagogue want to generate? How are the border crossings and transformations the 
theatre pedagogue aims at to be described? What do the participants perceive as border crossing? Is 
the space the group is in and which it constitutes a “threshold space”? What factors play a role in 
this case?  

In order to address these questions, the hitherto dominating perspective on educational processes 
in the medium of theatre has to be extended. So far, it has mostly been focused on the examination 
of the “qualities of expression, meaning and presentation” (Zirfas 2005, 80) produced by the 
performers. I am thinking of two dimensions in particular. For one thing, attention should be given 
not only to the immediate process of performing which constitutes the presentation but requires a 
long preparation and always represents only a part of the actual practice within courses/events. In 
posing the question how the transformation of learners into performers and consequently 
transformed learners (cf. Nickel 1998) actually takes place, the attention significantly shifts to the 
moments which prepare, train, reinforce or simply ‘surround’ the actual performing process. Taking 
recourse to theatre anthropological examinations of transformation processes, Jörg Zirfas has 
pointed out, that “physical references to theatre as an oral culture” (Zirfas 2005 following 
Schechner: 81) play an important part in this matter. Eating together before and after rehearsals and 
presentations, but also preparation exercises (warm up) or ways of dealing with the space form part 
of a whole range of repetitive activities which structure the course/event in an unreflected “natural” 
                                                 
9 This is an excerpt from a field report of a theatre pedagogue or rather the description of the first day of a project week. (unpublished 
typescript) 



way. It is to be assumed that especially these body-related and repetitive moments play a crucial 
role in the transformation of learners into performers. Thus the practice of theatre pedagogical 
courses/events could be characterised as a complex interaction of moments of destabilisation and 
crossings of attitudes and behaviour on the one hand and moments in which attitudes and behaviour 
are established and stabilised on the other. In this case the above stated concentration of the theory 
on the “quality of expression, meaning and presentation” (Zirfas 2005: 80) of border crossings 
within an aesthetic practice should be supplemented by an examination of the respective aesthetic, 
social and biographical contexts from which these crossings emerge. 

The other dimension of this shift of perspective takes into consideration that transformations, as 
they become visible in symbolic presentations and interpretations, “originate from affective, 
physiological, energetic and motor changes” (Karl 2005 following Fischer-Lichte, 37). The search 
for an answer to such questions as they were put forth above would mean to focus on the 
corporeality of performing actions (cf. Alkemeyer 2005, 1) which contributes significantly to the 
development and change of attitudes and habitus. This applies, in the context of the above example, 
especially to those actions in which “movements laden with meaning and social values, gestures 
and attitude schemes of other people are imitated” and varied. These actions remain mostly 
unconscious and “take place silently between the bodies” (cf. Alkemeyer 2005, 2). Closely related 
to this extension of the subject matter of aesthetic theory is Jörg Zirfas’ demand ”to rectify the 
hitherto strong orientation of theatre and educational theories (…) on the distance senses of sight 
and hearing in favour of a relativisation and recalibration with regard to the close senses” (Zirfas 
2005, 81ff.). Thus not only communication of non-professional performers articulated through 
words and body language would come into focus, but also those sensations which influence changes 
in their affects, energies and motor functions through their atmospheric effect. For example, „the 
atmosphere of a room (...) is perceived in a high degree also through the sense of smell” (ibid., 83); 
likewise the tactile contact with its cultural codes is decisive of how people experience the world in 
its emotional and social quality (ibid., 84). 

All in all the shift of perspective I have suggested consists in a consideration of those moments 
which have so far been widely disregarded in the examination of aesthetic educational processes. It 
is primarily about the transient, interwoven and merging phenomena which elude didactical 
planning and control as well as an analysis based on a semiotic decoding of symbols and meanings. 
That is why it seems productive to me to draw on the concept of “cultural performance” (Singer) as 
it has been widely used in cultural and theatre studies for some years in order to examine 
courses/events and rehearsal processes of aesthetic education in the field of theatre and 
performance.  

„The concept of performance accentuates (...) the ambiguous and contingent processes 
of practical bringing-forth, of making and producing, of interpreting and defining 
cultural artefacts by the actors. It emphasises the dynamics and the transience of their 
actions and interactions. And it proceeds from the assumption that it is not only cultural 
events that the actors generate in the course of their shared practice, but that they also 
constitute themselves more or less clearly as a community in these processes.” 
(Alkemeyer 2001, 1ff.) 

This change of perspective simultaneously implies specific research methodological 
consequences. It is about a supplementation or extension of that empirical approach which has 
recently gained in importance in the theorisation of theatre pedagogy and which focuses on the 
examination of the effects of acting on the participants. Since these works are primarily based on 
data10 acquired through interviews and conversation analysis they concentrate on the 
reconstructions of experienced realities in the form of “mental concepts” or “subjective theories” 
(Alkemeyer 2005, 7). However, this approach by and large neglects the concrete physico-sensual 
behaviour which underlies the verbally reflexible experience. Inasmuch as the empirical research 
methods concentrate on that which can be verbally expressed as a result of acting processes, they 
fail to take cognisance of precisely those procedural corporeal activities that are often perceived, by 
both performers and audiences, as the body’s “life of its own” (Karl 2005, 35), and estimated as 
“resistency” (ibid.). However, the “paradoxical task” (Alkemeyer 2005, 7) “of bringing that to 
language which is itself not language” (ibid.), necessitates the employment of such procedures that 
                                                 
10 I think about the evaluation of education effects of cultural education in the context of “Proof of Cultural Qualification” 
(Bundesvereinigung Kulturelle Jugendbildung), the examination of “advanced decision-making and responsibility of teachers 
through play and theatre pedagogy” (Lenakakis) or the description of different “dimensions of the in-between relevant for education” 
(Karl: 36) in the senior theatre by Ute Karl, for example. 



take the “alienation of one’s own culture” (Hirschauer 2004, 10) for a starting point of scientific 
observation, and that de-provincialize the perspective on ‘domestic’ social and cultural processes 
with the help of ethnographic methods such as participant- observation and thick description 
(Geertz). 

Such an approach has not yet been tried in aesthetic education. Nevertheless there are different 
examples of research approaches and projects in historical-anthropological approaches in 
neighbouring disciplines such as sociology and pedagogy, which focus on the sensual-physical side 
of social processes and observe the learning actors as acting bodies in relation to others and their 
environment. A research project which wants to go into the matter of conditions and processes of 
boundary crossings and transformation in aesthetic education in the medium of theatre and 
performance, would have to be geared on its approaches, methods and results. 
 
Theatre Pedagogical Courses/Events11 as “Cultural Performances“ in the Context of School 
A common basis of research approaches, as they have been developed in the context of 
examinations of different “cultures of the performative”12 or the “new education and childhood 
research” (cf. Kalthoff 2004, 125), is the “micro- and scientific sociological axiom”. It says that 
“social practice (...) can not be defined through deep-seated patterns (‘habitus’) but only through the 
concrete social situation in which its is realised and thereby produced” (ibid., 125). Hence the social 
situation describes a snap-shot of cultural performances. It constitutes itself out of a complex of 
spatial and temporal structures, architectures, atmospheres and artefacts as well as the participating 
actors in particular, who create a certain form of sociality through their acting. 

According to Christoph. Wulf this social acting takes place in mimetic processes, i.e. in physical 
actions which are and have to be understood out of themselves. They refer to role models but 
nevertheless have an individual creative character. In this imitation of actions as a creative process 
of their re-creation, a practical, ‘action-relevant’ knowledge is produced that is learned and 
incorporated in the dynamics of constructive repetitions. These learning processes occur “on this 
side of consciousness” (Gebauer/Wulf 1998, 51). They are based on the human ability to produce 
and to feel resemblance through physical acting. 

With this in mind cultural performances of theatre pedagogical courses/events are to be 
understood as a social practice constituted through individual situations. This practice emanates 
from and is simultaneously productive of the participants’ mimetically related acting. The mimetic 
faculty has always been reflected on as a basic precondition for theatrical transformation in theatre 
pedagogy. However, this reflection has mostly been restricted to the mimetic transformation of a 
subject towards an image produced by that same subject (cf. Simhandl 1990 l.c.). What has been 
neglected in this perspective, are precisely those mimetic relations among the actors that constitute 
the particular social situation. It is to be assumed that the (un)consciously operating stimuli to 
imitate: “Look, do as I do.” (Gebauer/Wulf 1998, 51) play a bigger role than has been supposed so 
far. It is to be expected that the shift of focus towards a stronger cognisance of group processes with 
regard to the mimetic relations among the actors will yield interesting insights into the emergence 
of situations of border crossing in the sense of attitude and behaviour transformations. A group in 
which the individual actors encourage each other to experiment with ever new attitudes, for 
example because the game leader acts as a role model and “carries along” the more dominant 
participants, differs immensely from groups where those mimetic dynamics do not arise or operate 
in another direction (cf. the example above). Closer observations of those group processes would 
open up the view on the particular mimetic processes as performances of mutual influence on the 
basis of hierarchies and power relations.  

If cultural performances of courses/events “are generated in the process of the performance of 
the actions of all those involved in the first place” (Fischer-Lichte 2004, 56)13, then all pedagogical 

                                                 
11 This concept originates from the object of the observation at hand, which often transcends traditional subject boundaries. I imply 
different forms of activities and events in which aesthetic education in the medium of theatre and performance takes place within 
educational institutions such as school. It deals with courses in a narrower sense, which in Germany are often subsumed under the 
term “Darstellendes Spiel”, but also with work groups or projects with interdisciplinary character.  
12 I am referring to projects which are combined in the special field of study 447 of the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft. The 
programm is called “Cultures of the Performative – Performative Turns in the Middle Ages, the Early Modern period and the Modern 
Age/Performing Culture” (cf. 
http://www.dfg.de/forschungsfoerderung/koordinierte_programme/sonderforschungsbereiche/liste/sfb_detail_447.html) 
13 Fischer-Lichte describes the interaction of actors and onlookers in theatre as a “feedback loop“. It is a “self-referring, autopoietic 
system with a principally open, non-predictable result that can be neither effectively interrupted nor controlled by strategies of 
production.” (Fischer-Lichte 2004, 61) 



conceptions are questioned which try to attribute the educational events (only) to the didactical 
production of teaching and learning situations through teachers. In contrast to the production 
concept, the concept of performance as proposed by Erika Fischer-Lichte as a basis of an ‘aesthetics 
of the performative’, allows to focus on those processes in courses which take place beyond 
strategic planning and conscious control. Thus especially those theatre pedagogical courses/events 
which are structured on the “interaction of the factors of rules, theatre pedagogue, group“ (Nickel 
2002, D5) are to be understood as a “relation of co-subjects” (Fischer-Lichte 2004, 47) and hence as 
a complex of concrete social situations, which are created through the mutual influence of theatre 
pedagogue and group members. It is advisable to differentiate between actions and practices (cf. 
Hirschauer 2004, Alkemeyer 2005) in order to distinguish purposefully used “rules” or 
interventions of the theatre pedagogueand the participants’ conscious play and presentation actions 
on the one hand from those which take place or rather “happen” “in-between”, so to speak. 
According to Hirschauer an action is an “analytic unity” which “(demands) a stimulus and a sense-
giving centre” (Hirschauer 2004: 73) and can be asked for with “why- and what for-questions” 
(ibid.) by the actors themselves. Practices, on the other hand, describe what happens or rather “takes 
place” and can be observed from the outside in the dimension of movement. 

“Practices do not evolve from an autonomous intentional subject but arise in situations 
between the actors, as well as between them and their particular material-symbolic 
environment. Thus there are different entities involved in their production and 
dynamics: people, bodies, architectures, spaces, temporal structures, artefacts such as 
furniture, appliances or tools etc.” (Alkemeyer 2005, 4ff.) 

By means of this concept of “practices“ cultural performances of theatre pedagogical courses/events 
can be described as a performative creation of all actors in interaction with the particular situational 
conditions. Furthermore the instrument of both concepts might offer the chance to better understand 
transformation processes within theatre pedagogical practice. On the one hand it needs to be found 
out if the “work on attitudes” (Scheller) can also be described as a process in which practices can be 
transformed into actions with the help of the theatrical method of “alienation”. On the other the 
focus on practices and their situational conditions of formation could help elucidate if and how 
transformations enabled in the “threshold space” of theatre can be transferred into social practice at 
large. It is to be assumed that processes of implicit and explicit physical “practising” of non-
everyday actions and attitudes are also significant, as they are implied in a practice which addresses 
the mimicry of situations and persons in permanent repetitions. Here it needs to be examined how 
this “practising“ of other attitudes is linked with social and aesthetic spatial structures, temporal 
rhythms as well as mimetically related group processes (cf. Alkemeyer 2005, 10ff.). 

If in a certain sense the practice of theatre pedagogical courses/events is described as repetitive 
and as a complex interaction of stabilising and destabilising elements or phases, then this approach 
opens up the view for rituals or ritualisations which structure, or subject, this practice. Drawing on 
insights of historical anthropology (Gebauer/Wulf 1998, 114ff. among others) and ensuing studies 
on the performative constitution of communities (cf. Wulf et al. 2001, 7), ritual is here conceived as 
a concept which also covers the “everyday rituals of lesson and school life” (Gebauer/Wulf 1998, 
212). According to Wulf et al. rituals and ritualisations have a repetitive and performative character. 
That means among other things that they do not take place “through the consciousness of those 
involved but through mimetic processes” (Wulf et al. 2001, 9). Rituals are cultural performances “in 
which collectively shared knowledge and collectively shared practices are staged, and in which a 
self-projection and self-interpretation of the institutional or collective order is confirmed” (Wulf et 
al. 2001, 7). Thus rituals can also be understood as complex configurations of practices, which are 
“determined by economical, political, institutional and milieu-specific conditions of society or 
community and thus embedded in their power structures” (Wulf/Zirfas, 342f). In everyday school 
life it is these complex practices of “doing school” (Alkemeyer 2005, 13) which “produce, activate, 
practice and modify the student’s habitus which consists of highly contradictory elements” 
(Gebauer/Wulf 1998, 123). 

When observing theatre pedagogical courses/events in school against this background, two levels 
can be detected on which rituals and ritualisations become relevant for the examination of 
transformation processes: 

First of all there is the level of theatre pedagogical courses/events as a cultural performance, as it 
takes place within a certain local and temporal framework. Here it needs to be examined if and how 
this cultural performance with its objective to establish a “threshold space” (Nickel) and allow 
“liminal experiences” (Karl), bears structural parallels to rites of passage. Against the background 



of my personal practical experience I suppose that theatre pedagogical courses/events that focus on 
“border crossing” and transformation comprise three successive phases: 1. the preparation, the so-
called “warm-up“, “the disconnection phase in which the persons who are to be transformed are 
being detached from their everyday life and alienated from their social milieu” (Fischer-Lichte 
2005, 305); 2. the ‘actual’ work on the development of scenes or roles during “’the threshold or 
transformation phase’ in which the persons who are to be transformed are put into a state ‘in-
between’ all possible domains which allows them to undergo totally new, sometimes outright 
disturbing experiences;” (ibid) and 3. the postprocessing, i.e “the incorporation phase in which the 
newly transformed participants are welcomed back into society and accepted with their new status, 
their changed identities” (ibid.). Comparable to Erika Fischer-Lichte’s approach in the analysis of 
the transformative effect of artistic presentations in the field of performance and contemporary 
theatre (cf. Fischer-Lichte 2004), it needs to be examined which modifications these phases undergo 
in the concrete practice of theatre pedagogical courses/events and which actions and practices they 
constitute in the particular context. Thus it needs to be asked, for example, “when and how a state 
of liminality emerges and hence the possibility of a transformation for him who is immersed into it” 
(ibid., 307). As stated above, what also has to be taken into consideration are those ritualised 
practices that establish stabilities as they are crucial as a counterbalance to liminal experiences and 
border crossings. 

The second level on which rituals and ritualisations are important for the examination of theatre 
pedagogical courses/events in school, is the level of the particular “school culture“. The question is 
in which way activities of aesthetic education can establish cultural performances in the ritualised 
everyday life of a school, which can meet the claim of a “space in-between“ or a “threshold space“. 
In this context findings of school and education research are of interest which describe the school 
not as a homogeneous place but as a specific space of institutionalised teaching and learning, that is 
characterised by a multitude of entangled spaces, social orders and temporally structured frames. 
Hence, school does not only consist of the cultural performances of lessons but also of, say, a 
schoolyard as a space “much less shaped by institutions” (cf. Tervorren 2001, 205) where “children 
meet and learn how to live together”(ibid). As studies on the “performative formation of 
communities” (Wulf et al. 2001) in schools have shown, it is especially14 in transitions between 
differing school contexts such as breaks and lessons, that “phases characterised by loose structures” 
(Göhlich/Wagner-Willi 2001, 196f.) arise; these phases are described by the authors as “threshold 
spaces” or “liminal phases in the sense of Victor Turner” (ibid.). In its short-term nature and 
evanescence, the „in-between“ of this phase encourages to experiment with attitudes and activities 
with the help of which the children can performatively create, negotiate and confirm their relations 
to ‘school’ as an institution as well as among each other by using ludic and staging elements. In this 
phase, the micro-ritual practices of students are characterised by an exaggerated play with 
metaphors and symbols, with physicality and expressivity, among other features. (cf. Wagner-Willi 
2004, 191ff.). 

The question is how aesthetic education courses/events are located within particular specific 
dynamics of school cultures and in which way they establish themselves as “spaces in-between” 
(Seitz). Which rituals or ritualisations are staged, found and admitted in aesthetic practice, that 
generate a difference from particular rituals of instruction culture in school on the one hand and 
ritualised practices of children or youth culture on the other? How are the threshold spaces, that are 
(to be) established in theatre pedagogical practice, related to those spaces which the students create 
themselves in everyday life at school? According to the extended perspective proposed here it needs 
to be scrutinised in which way a differentiating view15 on everyday theatrical practice of children 
and adolescents could be made productive for the examination and description of border crossing 
practices in theatre pedagogical courses/events. It is to be assumed that the emergence of liminality 
as a precondition for subjective transformation processes also depends to a crucial degree on how 
successfully a difference between the “secondary reality” of theatre (Hentschel) and the social 
reality of the particular group can be established and broken down (cf. Fischer-Lichte 2004, 307). 

 
The chances are that such a consideration of theatre pedagogical courses/events as cultural 

performances in the context of school, effects a “disenchantment” of aesthetic education. But in the 
face of high demands that are nowadays especially made on educational processes in the medium of 
theatre, it is high time to understand in what ways the “work” on irritation, change and stabilisation 
                                                 
14 Following Göhlich/Wagner-Willi, threshold phases can also be made out in lessons on the level of micro rituals (cf. 
Göhlich/Wagner-Willi, 122). 
15 Thus only the focus on micro rituals and practices, the way they have been tried out in studies for the examination of “performative 
formation of communities”, provides an insight in which way liminal moments (can) also emerge in institutional contexts.  



of body and thinking schemes takes place in this aesthetic practice; how the conditions for liminal 
experiences can be staged and what factors they depend on. If, as socio-scientific education research 
has examined, learning always “takes place and is organised in practices” (Alkemeyer 2005, 20) 
and “depends on border crossing processes” (Lange 2002, 10), the examination of theatre 
pedagogical practice would be a model for the understanding of learning processes in general. For 
due to the characteristics of the art form theatre (cf. Fischer-Lichte 1997, 986) the body, the 
language and the perception of the participants do not only form the (of course assumed) basis of 
learning processes. They also are their very object by being put into play, staged and reflected. 
Studies which examine the performativity of these play and staging processes, could help to grasp 
even general educational processes in their body-relatedness, and to understand them as cultural 
performances. 

But maybe this would be just another promise of the aesthetic. 
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