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I’ve just returned on Friday from a cultural studies conference at the University of 

Melbourne themed ‘Minor Cultures’. So I’ve been thinking a lot about the concept of 

the minor all week and I’d like to connect this with my talk today. The minor is 

indeed a fitting lens through which to understand community performance for many 

reasons. To start with, the site of community performance is necessarily marginal; by 

definition, community performance is conducted in, with and for the community in a 

liminal space, decentred, in between and at the margins of place. By its very form as a 

community-based practice, it engages with notions of the marginalised Other, from 

the displaced and disenfranchised to the ordinary, everyday, unknown individual. In 

this way, it has the capacity to articulate community, to articulate the minor. 

Community theatre is able to say things in ways that other art forms cannot: it can 

give voice to the silenced and the oppressed; and it can illuminate inequalities and 

interrogate unsustainabilities, often in a playful, humorous way. It can effectively 

build community from the ground up. In a world where there is increasing social and 

ecological inequality this is, for me, the most important role art can play.  

We all know the Gold Coast has traditionally been a very difficult place to live in and 

make theatre. Indeed, this was the starting point for my own PhD. The Surfers 

Paradise imaginary is etched into the nation’s psyche (Ditton, 2016). We live in ‘a 

dehistorisized place’ (Wise & Breen, 2004, p. 163), where spaces for consumption 

have long been preferred over heritage, and where ‘new beginnings’ have been 

privileged in contradistinction to ‘origins’ (see Zukin, 2010). As my old colleague and 

friend Patrick Mitchell puts it, ‘theatre-making on the Gold Coast finds this a very 

difficult soil to take root’ (Mitchell, 2013, p. 27). Of course things are moving along 

now with our new-ish Arts and Culture department and we have Criena and her team 

to thank for this. But the fact that community theatre, with its historical grounding, 

has maintained such a strong presence on the Gold Coast speaks volumes about the 

persistence, will and dedication of community performers and audiences. In his 

important work on theatre ecologies on the Gold Coast, Patrick Mitchell generates a 

complex picture of cultural flows and theatrical manifestations that extend far beyond 

the temporal event. I think it’s important to remember this ecological connectedness 

and the webs of interdependence when considering the flow-on effects of our own 

work beyond the actual production or process.  

We have indeed come a long way but there is much work to be done. There are 

opportunities to get involved in with the Commonwealth Games – it is indeed a 

fruitful time for art. Still, it’s important to remember that the Games will come and go. 

And we need to really think hard about what kind of culture we want to nurture and 

nourish in the next fifty years and beyond, when the hype has settled and we are faced 

with exacerbated global problems and the legacies of anthropocentric climate change. 

I want to imagine a future where community performance is the language through 

which everyday citizens build a better Gold Coast. I have a few suggestions on how 

we go forward although its impossible for me to cover everything (and I will leave 

funding issues to Criena!) To create a better world through theatre, I believe: 

• We need to continue to make art that speaks with, to and for minor cultures. 



• We need to maintain a commitment to interrogate social and environmental 

inequalities throughout the arts as a vehicle for change. As Ghassan Hage said 

last week, we are at war so we should be very angry. But we can harness this 

anger to make positive change.   

• We need to challenge the unequal distribution of space through community 

performance. This means resisting increasing privatisation and working 

together to reclaim space and to make work that intercepts with the public and 

private worlds.   

• On that note, we need to continue to work together better rather than 

competing against one another and this is something the Gold Coast Theatre 

Alliance is demonstrably very good at. The more we support good community 

art, the more we encourage others to do the same.  

• And I would like to end on perhaps a more complex final provocation. There’s 

been a lot of discussion lately about needing to create new languages in order 

to accelerate change on the Gold Coast and more globally. But by constantly 

obsessing with the novel and the new unfortunately we have the tendency to 

repeat old problems over and over. Such can be seen with the lack of progress 

on multiculturalism in Australia and beyond, for example, as Ghassan Hage 

has pointed out. On the contrary, I argue that what is needed is not just the 

creation of new forms of language, or even new modes of theatre necessarily 

(although they are very welcome). What is needed is a return to language, a 

return to theatre, to rediscover and reclaim the old ways of doing, thinking and 

being in the world that have sustained people for centuries long gone and can 

inform our thinking for generations to come. I believe this is truly imperative 

if we are to learn from our past in order to create a kinder, more socially and 

ecologically equitable future. Surely community performance is well placed to 

take up such a challenge. 
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