
Some time in 2006 when I worked at the Wellcome Trust, I remember 
being contacted by Matthew Walters, a young creative producer working 
in the Handsworth area of Birmingham (UK). He reported on a success-
ful first meeting between a group of grime MCs and dermatologists at 
the local hospital. I remember this moment as, for some reason, the 
meeting between grime MCs and dermatologists seemed to exemplify a 
pioneering and important act of boundary-crossing. It was notable or 
unusual because of the apparent gulf between dermatology researchers 
or clinicians and the young grime artists. These are not questions of 
physical distance as such – it is a 30-minute bus ride from the hospital to 
Handsworth and many people from the area will be treated at the hospi-
tal. What constitutes this gulf or boundary then? Why might it be a prob-
lem in political terms? Is it helpful even to think the problem in spatial 
terms like gulf, boundary or gap? How might creative practices respond 
to such boundaries by reconceptualising them or even bridging them?

Influential accounts of difference and equity in relation to scientific 
knowledge have tended to think this difference economically rather than 
spatially in terms of ‘science capital’ (Archer et al. 2012). This theoretical 
model follows Pierre Bourdieu’s sociological accounts (1977, 1984) of the 
way that power circulates within and through culture. Bourdieu’s account 
of cultural or symbolic capital relies on an analogy and association between 
power within a particular cultural context and economic capital. Archer’s 
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work on science capital within education is important in showing how 
scientific knowledge and its accumulation – sometimes understood to be 
egalitarian, transparent and apart from culture – is similarly affected by 
socio-economic factors to other kinds of symbolic capital. This work has 
significant implications for pedagogy and support for careers in science, 
technology, engineering and maths. It highlights a political problem in 
terms of the way hierarchies and inequities are reproduced through cul-
tural practices, including scientific knowledge-making.

However, what this conceptual approach risks rehearsing is the prem-
ise of the deficit model in its various incarnations. The notion of a deficit, 
whether conceived in terms of capital, engagement or knowledge, pre-
supposes a lack, or absence. It neglects what might be there and conceals 
value judgements implicit in such a presupposition. Deficit models are 
premised on a rather static conception of what constitutes knowledge or 
engagement, failing to recognise existing resources or the exclusion cre-
ated by dominant ways of framing an issue. As feminist scholars of poli-
tics have pointed out, difference can become a resource for political 
communication and for reimagining the practices of politics (Young 
2002). Scholars that I have referred to elsewhere in this book, working 
within postcolonial and science studies frameworks, have proposed 
notions such as cognitive or epistemological justice to address the deval-
uation of different modes of knowledge production (Leach et al. 2005; 
Santos 2014; Visvanathan 2003). These ideas also help explain the links 
between inequities in the value of knowledges and other kinds of ineq-
uity. Boaventura de Sousa Santos has argued influentially that ‘there is no 
global social justice without global cognitive justice’ (2014, 42). Santos is 
concerned with global power dynamics between North and South and 
with the legacies of colonialism; however, such power dynamics and leg-
acies also play out in various ways within local contexts in all parts of the 
world.

The practices I discuss in this chapter all happened in the UK but 
show how knowledge is dispersed and differentiated across space that is 
produced locally and globally along what the geographer Doreen Massey 
called the ‘power-geometries of time-space’ (1999, 27). Arts projects dis-
cussed in this chapter took place in London, Manchester and Birmingham, 
three big cities in the UK, and yet they all drew on various knowledges 
that were produced transnationally out of global networks of scientific 
researchers, through hybrid media and artistic forms, across public, pri-
vate and third sectors, between institutions and informal groups, as a 
function of urban geography and the geographies of diaspora. These 
knowledges are not valued equally. They are subject to Massey’s (1999) 
‘power-geometries’ whereby globalisation, colonialism and neo-colonialism 
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shape and are shaped by relations of co-production. Santos (2014) draws 
particular attention to the way knowledges produced by communities in 
some parts of the Global South, such as indigenous peoples in South 
America, India or Africa, are both ignored and expropriated by powerful 
actors – states and corporations – predominately from the Global North. 
A feature of this exploitation is the collapsing of space into time, so the 
means by which indigenous communities or others from the South are 
imagined as temporally ‘behind’ the urban centres of the North (Massey 
2005, 7). This involves both a corruption of historical narratives and a 
particular epistemological move through which knowledge production 
is seen to ‘progress’ from vernacular or traditional processes to the insti-
tutions of modern science.1 There is much work to be done to explore 
how arts practices might support the negotiation between different ways 
of knowing, in particular between science and traditional knowledges, in 
different parts of the world. In this chapter, however, I am focussing on 
how such global politics of knowledge play out within the UK’s big cities 
and how arts practices might intervene in such politics.

Walters’ meeting in Birmingham took place in the context of a project 
called Colour Coded. It was part of a process he had devised to explore 
skin colour, to engage with debates about the use of skin bleaching prod-
ucts among different groups of young people he knew in the Handsworth 
area. Skin, skin colour and a number of legal and illegal cosmetic prod-
ucts provided objects of interest shared by the different groups. They 
were all engaged with and through their skin. Everyone knew something 
about their skin and its pigmentation and had ways of making sense of it 
as feeling, meaning or source of knowledge. What appeared in the course 
of the collaboration therefore was not addressing a deficit as such but 
the articulation of difference. There were significant differences between 
the way different groups sensed and expressed what they knew. There 
were also significant questions of access for different groups to each other’s 
sense of and knowledge about skin. Such questions of access did of course 
have partly to do with inequalities and social value. However, I argue in 
this chapter that practical, creative responses to knowledge disparities 
might be better conceived not in terms of redistribution or deficit reduc-
tion, but in terms of practices of translation. The notion of translation 
crucially encompasses discourse and space as well as gesturing towards 
ways in which space and discourse are intertwined in the production of 
common sense or knowledge held in common. In this respect, the proj-
ect and this way of thinking about it resist tendencies to conceive of and 
produce relations in terms of deficit or to collapse space into time.

To think about knowledge co-production in terms of translation is to 
take into account the diversity of knowledges, not necessarily equating 
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them, but recognising them and thereby valuing encounters between 
different ways of knowing. If the practices discussed in this book can be 
thought about as commoning sense, the ‘sense’ that is shared here is not 
common sense conceived in opposition to science, neither is it a unified 
and monolithic common sense. Rather it is sense commoned by the way 
it accommodates contestation, different experiences, and dynamic, 
evolving collectives and understanding. In the previous chapter, I charted 
the development of Theatre of Debate, a particular approach to ethopo-
litical education that validates somatic expertise through a form of 
co-productive dramaturgy. This approach has been carefully evolved, 
building networks between schools, artists and scientists through narra-
tive. In this chapter I look at the way artistic performance practices open 
up a range of translation possibilities, including and beyond narrative, 
through flexible and exploratory play with language and space. The prac-
tices discussed here bring together forms of co-productive dramaturgy 
in ways that emerge from diverse groups, issues and feelings for and about 
science. As such, they connect many of the theatrical sense-making 
practices I have discussed in earlier chapters. Opening up such diverse 
forms of science in performance is necessary in developing more just or 
equitable knowledge-making processes and responding to the challenge 
of cognitive justice that Santos outlines.

To some extent, such play is disruptive of science as a monolithic or 
dominant sense-making practice. As Santos has argued, ‘modern science 
built itself against common sense’, if common sense is conceived in 
mythical or mystical terms (Santos 2014, 157). Such a conception can 
give rise to the expropriations and dismissal of other ways of knowing. 
However, the practices discussed in this chapter all involve collabora-
tions and encounters between some participants seen as holding autho-
rised specialised scientific knowledge and other participants who do not. 
These encounters are not, by and large, easily characterised in simply 
oppositional or antagonistic terms. Rather, they accommodate and pro-
vide a form that can hold different ways of knowing rather than order 
knowledge in hierarchical terms or attempt to prematurely synthesise 
perspectives. In the artworks discussed here, it is the aesthetic and social 
form, the process of commoning sense, that is created by and constitutes 
the encounter. The encounter is in itself the form of the knowledge. San-
tos proposes solidarity as a form of knowledge and contrasts this with 
hegemonic knowledge defined by its capacity to create order:

Solidarity as a form of knowledge is the recognition of the others both as an 
equal, whenever differences make her or him inferior, and as different, 
whenever equality jeopardizes his or her identity. (2014, 156)
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The artistic forms discussed in this chapter use different social processes 
that enable recognition of diverse ways of knowing. They also create aes-
thetic forms that facilitate the co-location of knowledges in ways that 
resist premature ordering. In each case an object provides a starting 
point: skin, breast cancer, khat. As I have discussed in the previous chap-
ter, these were all objects that in some way were ‘hot’ for the diverse 
groups who assembled in relation to them and were thereby productive 
of issues. However, again as in the previous chapter, the artistic practices 
I discuss here departed from mainstream modes of science communica-
tion or engagement in the way they produced and framed issues and 
notably in the ways they formed alliances through generating solidarity. 
This involved translating across difference that can be conceived spatially 
and discursively.

In the first section I explore how narratives about breast or ovarian 
cancer and inheritance have been subject to a series of public translations 
within recent history. I discuss two theatrical projects which offer some-
what different perspectives to the more dominant stories. In some ways, 
these practices bear a close relationship to the ethopolitical dramaturgy 
of Theatre of Debate. They validated both somatic expertise and scien-
tific knowledge and were able to hold these together even if there were 
apparent tensions between them. They are examples of biosocial theatre 
in the sense that they emerge out of and contribute to the formation of 
what Rabinow (2002) calls ‘biosociality’ – alliances between patients, 
scientists and others that I have referred to in relationship to genetic 
conditions and HIV/AIDS in particular. In the second section, I will dis-
cuss the translational work of Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind, another 
example of biosocial theatre that operated within the particular context 
of the Somali diaspora in East London and enabled an alliance between 
medical professionals and a broader local community through an artistic 
form involving linguistic translations of a variety of types. In the last 
section, I return to the dermatologists and the grime MCs, showing how 
they used media and performance to map knowledge onto urban space. 
I also explore how the radical discursive differences between the lan-
guage of grime and the language of dermatology became a resource to 
highlight the incompleteness of both as ways of knowing about the skin.

In each of these cases, theatrical modes of representation, so particu-
lar configurations of ‘time-space’ as Massey (2005, 177) puts it, with their 
own power dynamics responded to other more dominant modes of rep-
resentation, for example the theatrical performances of reworked cancer 
stories as narrated in consultations with clinicians but also as told by 
celebrities via the mass media. Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind was in 
part a response to official expert reports intended to inform government 
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policy. Colour Coded was a reaction to advertising for particular cos-
metic products as well as to scientific representations of skin health as 
found in academic journals. The artistic projects all reopened apparently 
premature closures performed by dominant representations of their 
matters of concern. They did this by finding forms of translation that 
enabled the co-existence of multiple stories and, to some extent, started 
to mitigate the unequal ‘power-geometries’ that shape time-space (Massey 
2005, 82).

Translating BRCA: problematic narratives

Starting to tell the story – where and when to start to talk – about cancer 
is itself a key element of the process of translation. At the same time, the 
identification of the characters in the story determines or is determined 
by the starting point of the narrative. Popular narratives about cancer in 
drama or news media tend to tell the story from the point of view of a 
particular patient or a medical professional. Diagnosis, finding or detect-
ing a tumour, either starts the narrative or is a central moment within the 
dramatic structure. Scientific cancer narratives may take a historical per-
spective starting from particular discoveries of causes or treatments for 
particular cancers, such as Sidney Farber et al.’s (1948) pioneering work 
on chemotherapy for leukaemia.2

In his sociology of translation, Michel Callon (1986, 204) describes 
the moment when actors are determined and their identities defined as 
‘problematisation’. Part of Callon’s symmetrical approach, which fed into 
the development of actor-network theory along with Bruno Latour, John 
Law and others, allows agency to both human and nonhuman actors. So 
translation can involve competition between actors to determine and 
define each other in a way that makes themselves ‘an obligatory passage 
point’ in a network of relations (1986, 205). Molecularisation and the 
emergence of genetics and genomics, which I have referred to already, 
enables a reproblematisation to the cellular and then sub-cellular levels 
that recasts the protagonists of cancer narratives as particular genes or 
networks between genetic and environmental materials. This potentially 
enables translations to be made between such problematisation at the 
molecular level and treatments that also operate at the molecular level. 
However, such translation tends to separate such a way of knowing about 
cancer from popular, cultural ways of knowing about it. It also relies on 
translations from molecular problems into problems of global and local 
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economics and indeed the problems of research and clinical institutions. 
These translations can become both opaque and reduced within domi-
nant narratives.

A story, or indeed a(n as yet unmade) Hollywood film, of breast 
cancer genetics could reasonably begin in 1990, when the US scientist 
Mary-Claire King and her team made a link between family history of 
early onset breast cancer and DNA polymorphisms at a particular loca-
tion on chromosome 17 (Hall et al. 1990). This became known as the 
BRCA1 gene. In this problematisation, a triangular network is formed 
between cancer tumours, so the symptoms of cancer such as a felt or 
visualised lump, families who across generations experience cancer 
symptoms, and researchers like King attempting to identify causes of 
these symptoms. Generations of researchers have defined cancer as a 
set of symptoms identifying agents initially at the level of organs (breast, 
bowel, lung, etc.), then at a cellular level and then in molecular terms. 
Researchers, such as King, go on to define its transmission genealogically, 
identifying not just individuals but families as agents in this transmission. 
Such a problematisation establishes King and her colleagues, or at least 
their theoretical frameworks or concepts, as an ‘obligatory passage point’ 
in understanding certain types of cancer. The scientists themselves are 
ultimately displaced after further translations by various technologies 
including that of genetic screening for BRCA1 and 2. The story told in 
this way foregrounds a moment of discovery or revelation: a significant 
shift in popular scientific understandings of cancer which had been seen 
primarily as the result of somatic mutations in previously healthy inher-
ited DNA caused by factors such as smoking, exposure to radiation, diet 
or aging. Within a popular history of science, the collective scientific 
endeavour that King and a number of others were involved in has also 
been narrated as a race with a complex social context of competition and 
collaboration reaching a denouement in a published paper and accepted 
results. The tendency in the historical record is to narrate at molar scale 
while the scientific record concentrates on the molecular.

In Callon’s terms, the displacement that happens here occurs through 
the next ‘moment of translation’ that he calls ‘interessement’ (Callon 1986, 
206). This is a process by which allies are recruited and various devices 
are used to stabilise a particular problematisation. In King’s case, allies 
included other colleagues who needed to be persuaded of her theories 
and research funders, and might also include the genes and the variants 
themselves. The devices used might be genealogical charts but also 
genome sequencing technologies and the various scientific approaches 
that have led to the identification of variants in BRCA1 and later on 
BRCA2 genes that increase the risk of breast or ovarian cancer. Of course, 
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these translation processes will involve various overtly performative 
activities by the agents, in that the mutations are made to perform within 
various performance forms. These might include scientific conference 
papers and laboratory experiments. In these scientific performances, 
animal actors, notably the oncomouse, as well as human cell lines some-
times theatrically stand in for human actors making the mutations 
appear and enabling particular kinds of representation.3

All these moments of translation are moments in which competition 
and contestation, multiplying stories, can and do take place. This contes-
tation can often take place through performance. Even when focussing 
on the way one individual (human) actor, in this case the eminent scien-
tist Mary-Claire King, has employed performance forms within transla-
tion, it is possible to find a number of examples where different modes of 
theatricality change the problematisation and change the story. King 
herself has subverted what was apparently her own problematisation, 
in a theatrical version of the BRCA1 story as told by her at the World 
Science Festival in 2014 when she put herself on stage a bit like the danc-
ing roboticists of Chapter 2. ‘The week of April Fools’ day of 1981 began 
badly’, she starts. The story both is and is not about her discovery of 
BRCA1. It is a personal account in which her husband leaves her at a key 
moment in her career. She is left with her young child on the eve of a 
crucial interview for a research grant that we gradually realise was ‘the 
beginning of the project that became BRCA1’. The device of the story 
interests the audience theatrically in establishing its stakes and jeopardy. 
If she had not gone to the interview, perhaps her research never would 
have happened. BRCA1 might never have existed. Her mother arrives to 
help but on discovering the breakdown of King’s marriage leaves again in 
distress. However, King is helped on her way by the benevolent interven-
tions of two older men – a friend and mentor and, bizarrely, the legend-
ary baseball star Joe Di Maggio – who look after her daughter as she 
makes it to her interview and wins the funding for her research.

Through the story King re-problematises the production of BRCA1, 
displacing some of the agents that appeared central to the more ortho-
dox historical account. The problem is no longer one in which cancer 
symptoms, researchers and patients are the network. She does this partly 
by changing where the story starts – some time before she actually starts 
the crucial phase of her research. She also does this by drawing on the 
dramaturgical device of the quest narrative, perhaps inspired by The Moth, 
the New York-based storytelling organisation and producers of the event, 
who expect their storytellers to employ particular conventions and 
indeed coach them in these (The Moth n.d.). King is still the obligatory 
passage point in Callon’s terms or the hero or protagonist in narrative 
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terms. However, her interested allies who help stabilise the problem now 
become Di Maggio and her mentor along with perhaps an airline and 
some research funders. In fact this performance may even have displaced 
cancer or BRCA1 to such an extent that the problem has now become 
the production of scientific knowledge by women. Of course, the partic-
ular theatrical context of this translation requires some knowledge of the 
one I previously outlined and gives it a bit of a push rather than really 
destabilises it. Thinking about translation theatrically, as Callon does, 
makes better sense of what is happening here than more purely linguistic 
ideas, metaphor for instance, as it takes into account who the actors are, 
what other roles they have played and the way issues are framed.

Of course scientists are not the only actors who become or create 
obligatory passage points through the way problems are posed. Scientists 
like Mary-Claire King actually relied on a translation of cancer within 
the USA and more broadly such that from the 1970s and 1980s it became 
a biomedical rather than medical problem. Biomedical scientists were 
therefore ‘enrolled’, in Callon’s terms, as actors within this translation 
process (1986, 211). Key agents in this translation process in addition to 
the scientists themselves were the biosocial networks of patients, patient 
groups, drug companies and clinicians who effectively destabilised the 
earlier consensus, what Maren Klawiter (2008) has called cancer’s ‘med-
ical regime’, in which the hospital consultant was more central in defining 
the problem. Within the biomedical translation the doctor and her/his 
diagnostic and treatment repertoire is partly displaced by a variety of 
technologies including new drugs as well as technologies of screening 
that now include genetic screening. Enrolment, according to Callon, can 
involve various levels of ‘physical violence… seduction, transaction, and 
consent’, all of which might be found within the context of cancer histo-
ries (1986, 214).

Cancer translations have involved a variety of more or less overtly the-
atrical devices, notably dramas in various media and the performance 
activism of patient movements and indeed individual patients.4 In a New 
York Times article, the actor and director Angelina Jolie (2013) announced 
that following her own positive test for a ‘faulty’ BRCA1 gene she had 
opted for a preventative double mastectomy. Jolie’s narrative translation 
of her experience in the article relies on King’s problematisation stating: 
‘the truth is I carry a “faulty” gene, BRCA1, which sharply increases my 
risk of developing breast cancer and ovarian cancer.’ However, it goes 
beyond King’s problematisation. Jolie’s article starts with a death, that of 
her mother from cancer at 56, and proceeds towards her own genetic 
status only in the course of reflecting on how she struggles to explain her 
mother’s illness to her own children. BRCA1 and its mutations are a fact, 
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a ‘reality’ as she puts it, that offer a retrospective account of a story 
already told albeit with its own consequences and implications for her, 
and, although she does not directly refer to this, also for her children. For 
her, that BRCA1 mutations increase cancer risk is uncontested – a fact 
or reality – and beyond doubt: this problem has been closed.

Jolie now ‘mobilises’ – Callon’s fourth ‘moment of translation’ (1986, 
214) – genetics researchers and the faulty genes themselves, in addition 
to her late mother and her children, as allies in an overtly stated cam-
paign so that in her words ‘other women can benefit from my experience’ 
by undergoing genetic screening and making choices about treatment, 
for instance by preventative mastectomy, as she has done. Callon points 
out how, in successful mobilisation, ‘spokespersons’ acquire authority in 
silencing those actors, in this case humans and nonhumans, in whose 
name they speak. Jolie gains authority by speaking on behalf of a number 
of populations – including the allies listed above – whom she makes 
mobile in her article. In doing this she draws on her considerable agency 
within overlapping networks as mother, daughter, patient, or, in the new 
biosocial vocabulary, a cancer previvor, but also as professional performer 
and media celebrity.5

Jolie’s translation capacities are of course exceptional in various ways. 
James Thompson has criticised the role of celebrity activists who pre-
sume to speak for humanity from positions of exceptional privilege. 
Drawing on Agamben (1998), Thompson argues that celebrities, as ‘super 
lives’, unlike those ‘bare lives’ for whom they speak, have the capacity to 
‘interrupt’ time and also to traverse space in exceptional ways (Thomp-
son 2014, 82). Jolie’s access to screening, treatment and advice at the spe-
cialist Pink Lotus Breast Center in Beverley Hills, despite their apparently 
inclusive treatment and screening ethos, was no doubt exceptional par-
ticularly within the insurance-dominated and therefore highly unequal 
US health system. As Jolie points out herself, most breast cancer deaths 
are in low- and middle-income countries and screening costs more than 
$3,000 in the USA. Her power to generate publicity through the New 
York Times both grants her exceptional authority and global reach for 
her story. This story has had extraordinary effects. Researchers in the 
USA and the UK have shown significant increases in the numbers of 
women requesting BRCA tests in the time after the publication of the 
story – what some have called a ‘Jolie effect’ (Desai and Jena 2016; Press 
Association 2014). This phenomenon may provide some women with 
the choice that Jolie was able to make, her stated aim in the article, 
although the US research suggested that women who accessed the test 
were not necessarily those at the most risk. The broader effects are prob-
ably even more ambiguous, however. Commentators and critics have 
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critically discussed the influence her problem posing may have had, 
claiming that her exceptional capacities of mobilisation draw focus away 
from breast cancer causes that are not genetic, other treatment experi-
ences, or indeed other conditions that have not been spot-lit in the same 
way (Tetteh 2019).

Other commentators have criticised the translations performed by 
patient narratives, which might include Jolie’s, for the way they actually 
ignore new ideas about diversity that emerge from genetics and translate 
new problems within the frame of existing narratives – closing down 
rather than opening up diversity and the multiplication of stories. Diane 
Herndl summarises her critique of particular examples from memoirs 
and TV documentary in these terms:

In these works, the courtship and child-bearing narrative of the individual 
woman comes to overwhelm a larger narrative about the intellectual com-
mons and the common weal. To that extent, the new stories become, in fact, 
very old ones. They erase the new narrative of deleterious mutation with the 
old narrative of courtship, child-bearing, and maintaining an appropriately 
fit and feminine body. We need to examine this narrative erasure more 
closely. (2014, 36)

As Herndl points out, there is a risk that narratives, however therapeutic 
they might be for individual writers and readers, can reinforce an exist-
ing and limited common sense. The artistic and political challenge then 
is to common sense in new ways that take into account patterns of cog-
nitive and social injustice. It has not been my intention so far in this 
section to pass ethical or political judgement on any of the translations 
I have described. I rather wanted to develop the idea that Callon’s analyt-
ical framework might help to show how theatre and performance prac-
tices become involved in co-production and indeed how theatre or 
performance theory might contribute to understanding co-production 
and the translation of cancer. As the work by Thompson, Herndl and Nye 
shows, significant ethical and political questions are raised at all moments 
of translation.

Two theatrical examples from the UK attempted to translate heredi-
tary breast cancer (BRCA1/2) in the wake of Jolie’s article and addressed 
these questions in slightly different ways. Goodstock by Olivia Hirst was 
produced and toured in 2015 by Lost Watch Theatre Company, a London- 
based company making original contemporary theatre formed by Rianna 
Dearden, Olivia Hirst and Agnes Wild in 2013. Genesis was produced 
and toured in 2016 by Forward Theatre Project. Forward Theatre Project 
was founded in 2009 by a collective of directors, writers and designers 
from different parts of the UK who make original theatre out of long-term 
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residencies in particular communities. Genesis was developed with the 
Prevent Breast Cancer charity in South Manchester and communities in 
the Manchester area, but the company has developed projects in Scar-
borough, York, Doncaster, Derby and elsewhere in the UK.

Goodstock explores Hirst’s own experience of living with a positive 
BRCA1 test result and the awareness of the impact of cancer on her own 
family. Hirst plays herself in the autobiographical piece that proceeds 
from personal experience, in the same way as Jolie’s article, assembling a 
similar network of actors. It features previous generations – including 
her grandmother, mother and aunt (played by other actors) – and 
engages with narratives of courtship (her relationship with her boy-
friend), child-bearing (her research into IVF) and the female body. This 
is succinctly summarised in the preface and promotional text used:

I’m 26.
Three women in my family have a cancer-causing genetic mutation.*
One of them is old, one is me and the other is dead.
In four years’ time, I have some options.**
Basically this is a play written about my relatives without their permission.
They won’t mind.***
*BRCA1.
**Involves a scalpel.
***I hope.

What is striking is the way this text shows reflexivity towards the theatri-
cal medium as translation. Hirst prefaces her performance both with a 
summary of her problematisation, an outline of her enrolment and 
mobilisations, and indeed a perhaps tongue-in-cheek reflection on the 
ethics of this mobilisation. Unlike Jolie’s article, there is no particular 
sense of a campaign in favour of screening. Lost Watch has been invited 
to perform the piece several times within the context of medical educa-
tion. This is presumably not for its explanations of cancer, via a comically 
extended cake metaphor sketched on the back of a cello, or its explana-
tions of surgery, drawn on a transparent raincoat, but rather for the way 
that it articulates relationships between BRCA1, testing and surgical tech-
nologies, families and so on. Hirst, having gone through the passage point 
of the genetic test, shows how she is entangled in networks of relation-
ships with other humans living and dead, but also now inevitably with 
organs, cells, molecules and a range of medical technologies. The piece is 
reflective and reflexive, tracing the networks produced by and productive 
of cancer genetics. At 26 years old, Hirst had not yet had to make a final 
decision about preventative options. The ending is therefore left open by 
the piece, although Hirst seems clear at the end of the performance that 
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she has decided to have the operation. As much as it involves storytelling, 
in some ways, given its lack of resolution, Goodstock is a map of the net-
work rather than a conventional narrative. It stages a process of Hirst 
locating herself within her networks. It is temporally positioned in Hirst’s 
present and held there by her pasts and her possible futures.

The project that led to Genesis was originally conceived by another 
performer, the actor Morag Siller, who sadly died of breast cancer in 2016. 
Siller had become a patron of the Prevent Breast Cancer charity and pro-
posed the idea of making a play to the artistic director of Forward Theatre 
Project, Charlotte Bennett. Unlike Jolie or Hirst, at this point Siller had 
actually been diagnosed with cancer. Prevent Breast Cancer works in 
cancer genetics and prevention rather than treatments, so to some extent 
the project was not responding to Siller’s own personal story, but rather 
as a response to her work with the charity. Charlotte Bennett collabo-
rated with the writer Frazer Flintham to create a fictional script based on 
discussions with patients, clinicians and researchers mostly accessed via 
the charity. She described to me in an interview how:

[w]e met big groups of patients, we met patients who have had preventative 
surgery, who were thinking about it, who had decided they didn’t want to 
know, who had breast cancer. We met doctors, surgeons, geneticists, dieti-
tians, nurses, a huge number of people, we didn’t interview them really, we 
chatted with them about what they did.

This process showed Bennett and Flintham, relative newcomers as they 
were to these networks, the levels of contestation that still remain about 
problematisation and stabilisation of cancer even when clinical accounts 
may seem stabilised. Bennett talks about feeling pulled about by actors 
within the networks:

[t]he other thing we found with Prevent Breast Cancer, which was really 
interesting, was how much conflicting information we got from within the 
scientific team, so the dietician would come in and say, ‘diet, it’s all about 
diet, nothing to do with genetics, it’s all about diet’. Then the geneticists 
would be like, ‘diet is a tiny thing, it’s all genetics’; we’ve felt we’d been pulled 
in every direction.

These feelings of being pulled about, as well as the emergence of the net-
works themselves, are explored in Flintham’s play and Bennett’s production 
through theatrical strategies including the dramaturgy and scenography 
of the performance as well as additional programmes of activities they 
organised. The presentation of these feelings in performance was also 
crucial to members of the audience who reflected on what the play 
offered through post-show discussions.
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The central character in Genesis is a cancer genetics researcher, Rachel, 
who in the course of the play herself tests positive for a BRCA2 mutation. 
Like Jolie, she is clear about her choices and that preventative surgery is 
the right decision for her. However, the research process behind Genesis 
is reflected in the way that this narrative is complicated by the exchanges 
Rachel has with other characters, principally her daughter and her 
friend. Her initial certainty about her choices turns out to have complex 
implications beyond herself. Rachel’s work as a cancer researcher figures 
her as two actors rather than one (a researcher like King and a ‘previvor’ 
like Jolie). At the start of the play we see her in the former role counsel-
ling a patient. At this point she is clear in the way she assembles a net-
work, enrols and mobilises human and nonhuman actors. This becomes 
increasingly hard for her to sustain through the play. She is not just 
re-enrolled by the BRCA2 test but also in the competing versions of the 
problem articulated by her work friend and her daughter. Decisions that 
seemed clear for Rachel at the start are opened up and left open: as with 
Goodstock there is no neat closure.

Both pieces are revealing in that they show how the BRCA testing 
technologies and associated knowledge produce social relations that 
become central to shaping the problem. Both also offer glimpses of the 
social relations that have produced this genetic knowledge and the tech-
nologies, reflecting on certain ambivalences in relation to the knowledge 
and technology and the impossibility of unknowing or unmaking it. In 
Genesis, Rachel initially cannot understand why people would not want 
to take the test and know their results. Gradually this perspective comes 
into view, particularly as Rachel’s test results begin to have implications 
for her teenage daughter. Even though she never changes her own decision, 
she feels increasingly trapped in the net, symbolised in the production by 
the set designed by Lydia Denno. In the course of the play, sections of the 
modular floor are pulled up to form boxes containing structures remi-
niscent of scientists’ molecular models with lights as atoms. These struc-
tures are both elegant – a term often used by scientists to describe a 
model, method, solution, theory or formula – and also inhibit the move-
ments of the actors. At points, Rachel seems hemmed in by them or the 
molecular knowledge they represent. At the end she holds her daughter’s 
hand as she steps gingerly around the edge of the stage over the boxes 
(Figure 5.1).

Hirst in Goodstock feels obligated to take the test when she knows 
about it. It has, for her, seemingly become an ‘obligatory passage point’, 
to again cite Callon. She says ‘I can’t plead ignorance because I’m not. I’m 
not ignorant. I got tested because I already know all about BRCA1’ (Hirst 
2014, 29).6 By the end of her piece she seems reassured, and thereby 
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reassures the audience, by her surgical options. ‘I’m going to be ok’, she 
says (Hirst 2014, 29). However, the performance piece itself stages the 
complex, intellectual and emotional process she has to go through while 
grappling with the sense of obligation to have the test and in coming to 
terms with her provisional decision to have the surgery. Hirst carefully 
and honestly unpacks her understanding of the way the problem is 
framed for her and has been represented to her by doctors, family and 
boyfriend, disentangles this explanation from her family history and 
processes the impact it has on her relationships. She does this through a 
combination of monologues by her or by her grandmother Elizabeth, 
played by Illona Linthwaite, speaking straight to the audience, and dia-
logue between her or her grandmother with other significant figures 
played by Rianna Dearden. The dialogues give a sense of how her evolving 
understanding about her status is shaped by conversations with doctors 
and also by her current relationships and relationships with and between 
members of other generations: her grandmother, father, mother and 
aunt. There are a number of stories here that are held together within 
theatrical time-space in a way that keeps the future open. It is not an 
account of how she came to a particular decision, neither is it a debate 
about approaches to diagnosis or treatment. Her often sharply humorous 
reflections give a complex emotional intensity including anger, sadness, 
optimism and anxiety to the account. This embodied understanding, her 
somatic expertise, presumably evolves with every performance as she 

Figure 5.1 Rachel (Helen Bradbury) in Genesis
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repeatedly enacts and re-enacts the conversations with her fellow per-
formers and new audiences.

Interestingly, the translation practices of making the performances 
themselves constituted various emergent biosocial forms that configured 
networks in particular ways. Goodstock has become incorporated within 
medical education curricula in universities, attesting to the way such 
courses are increasingly valuing somatic expertise and theatre perfor-
mance as a way of accessing it. Genesis grew out of, and also built links 
within and with Prevent Breast Cancer. Alongside the performance of 
the play, Genesis as a project included a number of other activities such 
as an exhibition of photographs by photographer Ailsa Bee of men and 
women who had had mastectomies ‘to celebrate bodies and survival’, a 
‘pamper’ day for a group of people who had had breast cancer, a flash 
mob created with a choir, post-show discussions and workshops in 
schools. Bennett tried to account for this proliferation of social forms in 
terms of awareness-raising:

[w]e wanted to create awareness with it, it’s not enough to make a play and 
say isn’t that great, I really wanted to draw up an engagement programme… 
there were so many things that we had captured along the way that we didn’t 
manage to put in the play that I really wanted to catch.

However, the open-endedness of the play and indeed the diversity of the 
different forms of engagement suggested an awareness of significant 
diversity between the publics whose awareness they wanted to raise and 
a range of different objectives for the overarching project. It also resonates 
with the recurring theme in this book that theatre and performance 
forms provide a repertoire for holding together different ways of knowing, 
in Bennett’s terms capturing or catching things that cannot be contained 
within the narrative of a play but which might also be absent from con-
ventional forms of science communication.

It is as if their research process prompted the need for further itera-
tions of social form and sense-making practices – a search for ways of 
disassembling and reassembling networks. Bennett has talked about the 
kinds of things audience members reflected on in post-show discussions:

We had a girl who came, who was 18, maybe 20, to the show, and she said in 
the post-show discussion, she was sat with her mum and dad, ‘my mum 
wants me to find out and my dad doesn’t want me to find out and you’ve just 
shown them exactly what’s going through my head’.

The theatre piece thus contributes to a commoning of sense within a 
family, even if the perspectives shared do not make decision-making any 
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easier. For Hirst as performance-maker and for this audience member, 
theatre offered both a means of holding together networks including 
conflicting modes of understanding as well as a vocabulary for under-
standing their production. It gave form to thoughts and feelings difficult 
to disentangle within complex and difficult personal experience.7

Translating khat

The translation capacities of Mary-Claire King and Angelina Jolie 
enabled the rapid mobilisation and stabilisation of a particular cancer 
narrative that Genesis and Goodstock also attempted to come to terms 
with on the other side of the Atlantic. Both these projects connected bio-
medical expertise with the somatic expertise of particular groups and 
individuals. Sometimes translations are destabilised by the way knowledge 
is unequally dispersed globally across diasporas and within multicul-
tural cities. This section explores a project that also involved a collabora-
tive theatrical re-problematisation where the development of biosocial 
alliances was made difficult by significant social, linguistic and cultural 
barriers that intersected with and to some extent correlated with different 
ways of knowing.

Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind, a project developed in 2006, attempted 
to build networks around the hot issue of khat-chewing and mental 
health within the East African community, predominately of Somali ori-
gin, in East London. These networks spanned differences within those of 
Somali origin that had to do with gender and generation as well as other 
factors. They also aimed to connect medical professionals caring for 
local communities with a range of members of the Somali community. 
In this case, the need for translation as a response to inequalities and 
disparities among the diverse communities of East London was quite 
widely recognised (McCrone et al. 2005; Mohamud et al. 2002). The con-
flict in Somalia and the relatively rapid dispersal of Somalis from East 
Africa to various other parts of the world were obvious causes for both 
the disproportionate level of ill health of diaspora communities and 
indeed the difficulties such communities experienced in accessing local 
services for care and treatment. The rapidity of the forced migration also 
presented challenges for cultural translations that necessarily take place 
as people and their networks are relocated.

Between 1985 and 2005, Somalia became ‘a truly globalized nation’ 
according to the political scientist Ken Menkhaus (2008, 188). Somalia’s 
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globalisation is a consequence of decades of civil war, a botched interna-
tional intervention, and patterns of coerced migration within and out of 
the Horn of Africa region. Many people fled the country in the 1990s 
moving to Kenya, Europe, North America or other parts of the world. 
However, Menkhaus is not just referring to dispersal. Somalia’s globali-
sation is constituted by the movement of people, money, power, com-
modities and ideas backwards and forwards between Somalia and the 
rest of world and across a shifting Somali diaspora. Somalis have not 
been able to rely on institutions of a functioning nation-state and have 
had to develop mobile and dynamic forms such as the form of ‘under-
ground banking’ known as hawala used to send remittances back to family 
in Somalia from those working overseas (2008, 192). At the same time, 
Somalis, whether living in Kenya or Canada, have had to negotiate the 
institutions of their countries of residence or, in many cases, new coun-
tries of citizenship, reconciling their relationships to both these places 
and the places of their birth or heritage. Experiences of Somalis in this way 
are particular but also exemplary of the experiences of many others with 
lives that have been globalised according to particular time-space power- 
geometries, to use Massey’s (2005) expression again. The globalising 
experience for many Somalis has been, in the drily witty understatement 
of one Somali poet and scholar I spoke to, one of ‘some disruption’. This 
disruption has of course been economic, cultural and social: a disruption 
to traditions, employment and family. The disruption is also to shared 
sense-making practices. Knowledge constituted in and along the trajec-
tories of globalisation spills outside the institutions that might lend it 
authority or stabilise it.

Since the early 2000s, Oxford House in Bethnal Green in East London 
has been a key node in the networks of the Somali diaspora, performing 
civic and social functions within the UK, within Somalia and more 
broadly internationally. The practices of the various organisations and 
individuals working across these networks produce patterns of sense- 
making that circulate through a dynamic set of transnational social 
forms. Oxford House, a relatively small and intermittently resourced 
community and arts centre first set up by student missionaries to the 
impoverished East End in the late nineteenth century, has been globally 
influential in providing a base for Kayd – a Somali arts organisation – 
and the Somali Week Festival which has taken place annually since 2007. 
In turn, Kayd is closely connected with the Redsea Online Cultural 
Foundation and the Hargeysa International Book Fair. These organisa-
tions play an ongoing role in promoting Somali theatrical and poetic 
forms transnationally, both in Somali and in translation, as responses to 
a globalised and ‘disrupted’ experience.
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Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind exemplified the way theatre and trans-
lation have been central to the emergence of sense-making practices at 
Oxford House. The project responded to concerns about use of the stim-
ulant khat, a plant grown in East Africa, within the Somali community 
and possible links to health problems and other community concerns at 
a time when khat’s legal status and associated pharmacological and social 
status constituted a particular problematic within the UK. The Advisory 
Council for the Misuse of Drugs (ACMD) were twice commissioned by 
the UK government to examine the health and social impacts of khat use 
and to make recommendations on its legality and produced reports in 
2005 and 2013. Both times the ACMD advised against banning khat but 
made other recommendations in relation to social issues associated with 
its use (2005, 2013). Despite this expert advice though, in 2014 the UK 
government scheduled khat as a class C drug and as such its use and 
distribution were made illegal. The rejection of the expert recommenda-
tions by the government reflected, albeit in different form, the extent to 
which the issue also divided the Somali community within the UK. 
Many commentators attributed the government’s decision to pressure 
from sections of the Somali community and desire to conform with the 
legal restrictions on khat already present in other EU countries as well as 
the USA. My argument here though is not really to do with the social 
impact of khat but rather to do with what arts practices might offer as a 
response to such an issue, particularly in their potential to assemble dias-
poric and globalised knowledge through theatrical approaches to perfor-
mance and translation.

One of the challenges for the ACMD researchers and for the project at 
Oxford House was how to reconcile competing ways in which diverse 
individuals and groups might make sense of khat within different social, 
scientific or cultural frames. While the globalised experience of many 
people across a Somali diaspora can be summarised as in my brief account 
above, this account risks homogenising diverse experiences and eliding 
the ways that class, gender, race, generation or other factors may cut 
across Somali identity.8 For the sociologist Avtar Brah, ‘diaspora space’ is 
where economics, politics and culture come together as historically 
dynamic processes within particular sites (1996, 181). Diaspora space 
both produces and is produced by particular historically and geographi-
cally contingent forms of knowledge and by groups and individuals who 
might or might not identify as Somali. Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind 
responded to these challenges of making sense within diaspora space 
both in how it assembled collectives and also in its creative practices.

The project was initiated and managed by Ayan Mahamoud (manag-
ing director of Kayd from 2007) as part of the Somali arts programme 
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then running at Oh! Art funded by a small grant from Arts Council 
England. With project funding from the Wellcome Trust, Mahamoud 
assembled a group including Eleni Palazidou, at that time Consultant in 
General Adult Psychiatry at the Royal London Hospital, the poet and 
playwright Ali Raabbi Seenyo, director Zoe Svendsen, poet and transla-
tor Said Jama Hussein, the cast of five performers, as well as academic 
Martin Orwin, who chaired the post-show panel, and a video produc-
tion company. Members of this group collaborated on the production of 
two versions of an original play performed in Somali and English respec-
tively, a series of public and private discussions and video documentation. 
Both versions of the play told the story of a Somali man, Xirsi, living in 
London. It explored the impact of his khat use on himself and also on 
those around him, his immediate family and friends.

On one level the narrative seemed to be a polemic espousing the views 
and reflecting the approaches of those campaigners who advocated for 
the criminalisation of khat from the early 2000s up to the ban in 2014. 
Two of the characters in the play, Xiyaad and Xiriir, are anti-khat cam-
paigners, who more than once express their frustration with the decision 
of the UK government not to ban khat after the 2005 ACMD report. The 
play graphically depicts social harms associated with excessive khat use 
through the actions of the two male khat users, Xirsi and his friend Xiddig, 
and in the rhetoric of the anti-khat campaigners. In one scene, Xirsi takes 
money which his wife has been entrusted with to pay for a funeral in 
order to buy khat. In another scene, anti-khat campaigner Xiyaad says 
she went to a mental health clinic and discovered that three-quarters 
of the people there were young Somali men. She also recounts a story of 
a man who inadvertently suffocated his three-week-old child while in a 
khat-induced stupor. In a scene involving Xiddig and Xiyaad, Xiddig is 
seen to suffer from an attack of paranoia brought on by excessive khat 
use. At the end of the play, Xirsi is dramatically, comically and somewhat 
incredibly reformed and redeemed when he decides to give up chewing 
khat on discovering that his children have told their school he is dead 
because they hardly ever see him.

Informal conversations with many of the creative team and statements 
made in the video documentary about their process suggested they were 
all in broad agreement about the harms of khat use to individuals and 
the community and in favour of a ban. Their positions and the many 
inferences in the play about a causal relationship between khat use and 
various social harms seem to run counter to the carefully researched and 
worded ACMD reports which found relatively ‘poor’ evidence for such a 
causal relationship (Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs 2013). 
The 2013 report summarises its position by stating that ‘save for the issue 
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of liver toxicity, although there may be a correlation or association 
between the use of khat and various negative social indicators, it is not 
possible to conclude that there is any causal link’ (Advisory Council on 
the Misuse of Drugs 2013, 4).

However, I am not quite arguing that the project constituted anti-khat 
activism or a one-sided representation of a consensus that according to 
many commentators did not exist within the Somali community let alone 
more broadly (Thomas and Williams 2014). Neither am I suggesting that 
the play was straightforwardly didactic. As mentioned above, the project 
as a whole consisted of more than one element and even the performance 
event comprised more than one piece of theatre, more than one aesthetic 
framework and more than one set of theatrical conventions. The project 
commoned senses of khat by locating them within novel practices of lin-
guistic and theatrical translation, navigating and innovating complex, 
sometimes contested social forms, bound up as they were with globalised 
experience and dispersed within diaspora space.

The Somali version, written and directed by poet and playwright 
Ali Raabbi Seenyo, drew on traditions of modern Somali theatre, as a set 
of forms that have historically made sense of experiences of change 
socially, aesthetically and lyrically. Afrax (2013) has argued that in the 
post-independence period, theatre in Somalia articulated transitions 
between traditional, pastoral, rural lifestyles and modernised urban living. 
This was manifested in the development of a national theatre, forms that 
mixed literary and oral approaches to theatre-making, the combination 
of different kinds of verse with prose and various modes of theatricality.9 
Seenyo works with and draws on the breadth of Somali poetic expres-
sion, maanso, with its range of different forms – including gabay, jiifto, 
hees – that are differentiated in their use of alliteration and prosody. In 
his play, characters spoke in verse interspersed with prose dialogue 
sequences. This hybrid form was also reflected in the staging. At times, 
performers faced the audience and spoke into microphones reciting the 
poetic narrative. At other times, they turned to each other and interacted 
physically through gesture or movement within a more mimetic, social 
realist mode.

The English version was translated by Said Jama Hussein and directed 
by Zoe Svendsen who admitted not to have understood a word of Somali. 
In this version, the prose improvisation predominates with much less 
use of microphones and more evidence of acting within the social realist 
mode. However, within the English version, instrumental music and 
songs in Somali by Jookhle, the performer who played Xirsi, remain, 
punctuating the action. A summary of the story by Jookhle told directly 
to the audience frames the piece at the start and in both versions the cast 
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performed a song and dance at the end. In fact the formal relationship 
between the two versions is probably more complex than these descrip-
tions allow in that theatrical features, blocking and other conventions 
seem to have bled between the two versions. As the same performers 
acted in both versions this was probably inevitable whether or not writer, 
director or translator might have conceived the staging in this way. The 
memorised verses in the Somali version are likely to have offered some 
kind of narrative structure to the English version even when they were 
not spoken in it. Blocking laid down in rehearsal of the English version 
reappeared in the staging of the Somali version.

Added to this, the performances of the actors in each of the two ver-
sions also reflect their own experiences of globalisation and inflect their 
playing of their roles. Jookhle, who played the main character Xirsi, was 
a relatively well-known actor and musician who had won performance 
awards in Somalia in the 1980s prior to the civil wars. As such his perfor-
mance makes a connection with Somali performance culture in Somalia 
in the context of a period in which a national post-colonial theatre inte-
grated traditional poetic traditions with the influence of other African 
and international theatre traditions. Unsurprisingly, Jookhle was a con-
fident performer in both versions but clearly more at home singing and 
speaking in verse in Somali than improvising in English prose. The other 
performers, from a different generation, perhaps born or, more likely, 
educated predominantly in the UK, were fluent English speakers. The 
two much younger performers playing anti-khat campaigners Xiyaad 
and Xiriir were bilingual, speaking English with East London accents. 
One of them commented in the documentary: ‘I’m more confident in the 
English one because it doesn’t have any poetry.’

Ostensibly, the generational (and to a slightly lesser extent gendered) 
divide reflected in language use and in a relationship with a traditional 
poetic culture correlated with a political position on the effects of khat. 
One of the younger performers commented in the documentary that ‘it’s 
going to be tough to break that ideology, the fact that khat is not seen as 
a harmful stimulant, it is seen as part of our culture, part of our tradition.’ 
This comment both stakes out a position but also acknowledges the mul-
tiple ways that sense might be made of khat within a diverse, globalised 
community and within diaspora space.

This collaborative sense-making contained disagreement and contra-
diction within its theatrical form of translation. At one stage of the per-
formance, in both English and Somali versions, Xirsi’s wife Xamdi 
challenges her husband about the missing £200 intended for his friend’s 
funeral expenses. As she berates him, gesticulating with frustration, Jookhle 
as Xirsi, with impeccable comic timing, waits a beat, draws a breath and 
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launches into a piece of music. He answers her verbalised concerns with 
a melodic and rhythmic response. Music communicates where words 
fail him. His mastery of the hees form of song sustains him, protects him, 
but also acts as a barrier to his wife’s concerns. It represents but also sits 
alongside khat’s psychoactive and psychosocial effects. Later in a post-
show discussion Jookhle related how he continued chewing khat while 
acting in the play – he actually chewed khat on stage and in rehearsal. 
Therefore, to some extent, the performance event was a psychosocial 
effect of khat use, even though its effects within the plays were exagger-
ated and theatricalised by the actors playing Xirsi and Xiddig. Jookhle 
commented that while he knew it was bad for him and that being in the 
play had encouraged him to think about stopping, he was unsure how to. 
His khat use on stage, both represented and presented, underpinned his 
performance. Taking it away is a complex, destabilising and unpredict-
able proposition that is, of course, rehearsed at the end of both plays.

The political potential I see within this project’s practices lay not so 
much in what it seemed to have to say about khat’s social or pharmaco-
logical effects. These facts still seemed to be disputed or unavailable. 
Rather that its capacious social and aesthetic form in which translations 
sat beside and permeated each other was able to hold together knowl-
edge about khat located within different life experiences and different 
knowledge traditions, including but not limited to: psychiatry, pharma-
cology, sociology and the complex prose and poetic forms of contempo-
rary Somali performance. Even if the narrative seemed to run counter to 
the ACMD reports in certain respects, rather than opposing it with alter-
native facts, the project explored the epistemological gaps created both 
by contradictions between different understandings of khat’s effects, the 
absence of knowledge or indeed the apparent dislocations of existing 
knowledge from contextualised life experiences.

Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind made sense of khat in terms that were 
importantly different from the ACMD report, although in its themes and 
performance aesthetic it also reflected some of the report’s conclusions. 
The covering letter of the 2013 ACMD report commented that:

It is apparent from the evidence on societal harms that it is often difficult to 
disentangle whether khat is the source of community problems or, to some 
extent, its prevalence and use is symptomatic of the problems for some indi-
viduals and groups within the community.

The project contributed to an ongoing, evolving tradition in which lyrical 
forms of performance make sense of complex experiences of globalisa-
tion. Disentangling khat, or rather coming to terms with its entanglement, 
might find an untapped resource in poetic sense-making that actually 
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has a rich tradition not just reflected in Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind but 
in other works such as Cali Ibraahim Iidle’s (1968) play Dhulkeenna Dhi-
baha ka Jooga (The Troubles Present in our Land) to Asha Lul Mohamud 
Yusuf ’s (2012) poem Gocasho (Recollection).10 Genesis and Goodstock 
translated dominant narratives about hereditary cancers and their pre-
vention and treatment by mapping them onto and across people’s lives, 
families and relationships. Khat Out of Sight Out of Mind showed how 
awareness of and experimentation with diverse performance traditions 
enabled the translation of a complex issue across diaspora space. In all 
these projects translation also coped with tensions between the senses 
shared within and across different groups as determined by ways of 
knowing and the time-spaces that shape identity.

Colour coded

And so I return to the grime MCs and dermatologists in Birmingham. 
Breast cancer knowledge has been translated both by molecularisation 
and by the different ways it has been problematized by clinicians, scien-
tists and those who have experienced it as patients or carers. Knowledge 
about khat and its psychoactive effects has been dispersed, dislocated 
and disturbed by war, coerced migration and the challenges of linguistic 
and cultural translation. Knowledge about the skin has similar, albeit 
more protracted, stories of dispersal along power-geometries of time-
space. Cultural knowledge about skin, often given form in the discourse 
of race, remains ambivalently connected or detached from scientific, and 
therefore increasingly molecular, knowledge about it.

The translational challenge faced initially by Matthew Walters in 
assembling the MCs and the dermatologists was discursive and spatial. 
It was a practice of assembling disparate groups with disparate expertise 
in relation to a shared object of interest within shared social space. This 
space was roughly delineated by the urban environment of Birmingham 
with its internal boundaries and routes across it. However, assembling 
young people from Handsworth and dermatologists in the same social 
space is by no means straightforward. In Walters’ case it relied on mobil-
ising a complex social network with its own historical particularities. 
Central to this network were a number of creative organisations that 
were only accessible to a relatively young creative producer from Hand-
sworth, by virtue of transient, shifting funding regimes and the skills, 
ingenuity and creativity of Walters and those who supported him. At this 
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time, there was a growth in political support for creative and cultural 
education for young people both within and outside schools through 
project funding and other support from government arts and education 
initiatives often via and in partnership with independent charities. In the 
early 2000s, the activities of government-funded organisations like Creative 
Partnerships (2002–11) and First Light (2001–13) coincided with and 
often complemented funding and support for public engagement with 
science initiatives.

In addition to the young people directly involved in the various cre-
ative outputs of the project and the dermatology team, there were key 
facilitators including the music producers De-cifer Sounds, independent 
filmmaker Justin Edgar, the film and TV production company Resource 
Base, the arts venue the Drum, Sutton College and Don Kinch of Nu Cen-
tury Arts. This infrastructure was assembled just in relation to this project 
and I briefly list it here to show the extent to which new modes of knowl-
edge production that attempt to address cognitive injustices require sig-
nificant and sometimes circuitous social creativity to navigate around 
access barriers. It was not as simple as taking the bus from Handsworth.

A notable feature of this project, shared by other comparable projects, 
was also the way it employed and proliferated social, media and aes-
thetic forms of expression. Divergent and eclectic forms of expression 
responded both to disparate ways of making sense of the theme and 
explored different modes of engagement with potentially diverse audi-
ences. Walters and his collaborators produced a DVD that brought 
together the various elements that emerged within the project and pre-
sented them in parallel rather than as an iterated final performance. The 
DVD is a coherent creative output that deals with skin colour and how 
it is made sense of by the young people and dermatologists. However, it 
contains expression in multiple idioms presented as a collection of short 
films. There is Struggles, a short music video with lyrics and performance 
by the grime MCs known at the time as Merky Movements put together 
with Walters, Edgar and the music collective De-cifer Sounds. Young 
people from Sutton College made a short video drama called Fake. Doc-
umentary features included: Views, a series of statements by different 
people in response to simple questions about skin colour; a filmed con-
versation between young people and a dermatologist; and another infor-
mal conversation among a small group of young people.

The DVD as medium of performance documentation enabled the 
multiple idioms used to explore skin colour to be located across various 
parts of the city. Merky Movements rapped on the roof of a red-brick 
factory or warehouse with views across the post-industrial cityscape. 
Shots of the MCs are intercut with a sample of Birmingham’s skin tones 
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represented by shoppers in the city centre. Fake plays out within a further 
education college and in the homes of the young people. The dermatolo-
gists are clearly on home turf when meeting the MCs in an unmistakably 
clinical office. An intimate and engaging short conversation takes place 
between young people in someone’s back garden. Views is removed from 
identifiable social or physical location by a green-screen technique and 
located instead on a colour spectrum: colour coded as in the title of the 
DVD or chroma-keyed in the film-making idiom.

Colour Coded offered an approach to translation that did not attempt 
a single, simple linguistic substitution or spatial relocation. No one loca-
tion or idiom is privileged in relation to another. Skin colour was mapped 
onto multiple idioms and multiple locations on a DVD and in a city. 
It resisted the attempt to make dermatology and grime completely com-
mensurable as ways of making sense of skin colour, although it did attempt 
to co-locate them both within Walters’ social infrastructure and in the 
various creative practices. The different idioms make sense of skin colour 
in ways that overlap; together they articulate tensions but also provide 
a rich resource. Struggles interweaves three different strands: shots of 
shoppers posing in Birmingham city centre; a narrative showing ways in 
which young black men feel determined as criminals, in other people’s 
eyes, by their skin colour; and the voices of the MCs who offer an alter-
native lyrical account rejecting narratives of epidermal determinism and 
asserting an alternative relationship with their skin. Fake tells the story of 
two young women who respond in different ways to the pressures of 
hegemonic ideas of beauty that attach particular value to lighter skin 
tones. Such ideas permeate marketing for cosmetic products, some of 
which can be harmful.

The Struggles music video reflects both the challenge of translation but 
also how different idioms or codes might resource sense-making. A key 
feature of grime as a way of making sense of experience is the way that 
MCs locate themselves as members of collectives and within a particular 
city or area. What they have to say – their lyrical idiom – is heard in 
specific relation to their location in time and space. Grime is about mak-
ing yourself heard within a local neighbourhood and about locating the 
neighbourhood within a broader geography. Grime has a fairly precisely 
located history in particular areas of the UK’s larger cities. Most com-
mentators place its emergence in parts of Bow, East London, specifically 
in the work of Wiley, but it quickly spread to other parts of London and 
other major cities in the UK. Its development has been important in Bir-
mingham, where several high profile artists, notably Lady Leshurr and 
Jaykae, developed successful careers from the early 2000s. Struggles 
announces itself, locating its lyrics in this way: ‘Yeah, De-cifer Sounds, 
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Merky Movements… Struggles, yeah… coming straight from Birming-
ham.’ Grime MCs articulate specific aspects of urban life for young peo-
ple living in low-income, multi-ethnic estates negotiating linguistically 
between local experience and a relationship with the wider world (Adams 
2018). Struggles locates its content, themes and information as belonging 
to De-cifer Sounds and Merky Movements and coming from Birmingham. 
Even the identity of the group ‘Merky Movements’ locates them fairly 
specifically within grime as specific globalised and localised sub-culture. 
The word ‘merky’ has been traced back to US hip-hop in the 1990s and 
its meaning, or rather translation, has shifted from ‘killing’ or ‘dominating’ 
to the artist Stormzy’s use of it in 2018 to mean ‘excellent’. In Birmingham 
in 2006, I think the MCs were using it more in this latter sense although 
the title of the track certainly links the desire to excel with the need to 
struggle (‘Weekly Word Watch: Avozilla, Hooyah!, And #Merky’ 2018). 
In the context of the project though, the name of the group also reso-
nates, through the homophone ‘murky’ with a concern with the relation 
between colour, movement and struggling to find clarity.

The project articulated location, co-location and dislocation as trans-
lation practices in various ways alongside its frequent linguistic creativity. 
In a filmed question and answer sequence with dermatologist Celia Moss, 
questions about acne, albinism and skin colour were asked by young 
people in one location and then answered in another – the professor’s 
office – questions and answers are co-located in post-production. In the 
meeting between the MCs and the dermatology team, they sit slightly 
awkwardly around a table in what looks like a hospital meeting room. 
‘How come my skin’s black and others are white?’ asked one of the MCs. 
Scientific answers to such questions appear to have no location outside 
the institutions of learning or research dissemination. This process is 
governed by genetics in complex ways that are not fully understood. 
Such facts and their limitations are clearly central to the basic education 
of dermatologists but, in this idiom and within the spaces of dermatol-
ogy (the clinic or academic journals), they appear to have limited rele-
vance to everyday life. Gregory Barsh has written in the pages of PloS 
Biology, ‘skin reflectance is determined by the amount and distribution 
of pigment granules within keratinocytes’ (2003, 20) and in Trends in 
Genetics a few years later Richard Sturm explained how ‘SLC24A5 pro-
motes melanin deposition through maturation of the melanosome’ 
(2006, 464). But, aware as he might have been of the work of Sturm or 
Barsh, the member of the dermatology team does not say this. He replies: 
‘it’s the genes that we have that make us the colour we are.’ He relocates 
the phenomenon from pigment in keratinocytes to both the inclusive, 
organic and humanistic scale of the first person plural at the same time 
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as retaining an orientation towards the molecular causes of this identity 
characteristic. In a hybrid idiom he relocates the subject as ‘we’ who become 
active possessors of genes and who ‘are’ a colour. Knowledge produces 
being. Objects make subjects. Epistemology shades into ontology. While 
skin colour is a matter of significant concern to the MCs from Hand-
sworth and the dermatologists’ matters of fact seem to be of interest, there 
is a significant gap between the location of the fact within clinical prac-
tice and institutions and its location within the lives of young people.

The music promo and other modes of performance in Colour Coded 
experimented with this kind of play between subjects and objects, ontol-
ogy and epistemology in various ways. In Struggles there are a number of 
shots in which shoppers, apparently stopped in the busy city centre, pose 
alone or in groups. They hold up signs against their bodies: ‘I’ve got lots’, 
‘I’ve got some’, ‘I haven’t got much’ (Figures 5.2a and 5.2b). These are 
cryptically coded messages. Shot in front of a designer shop in a relatively 
upmarket part of Birmingham’s shopping district, is this a socio-economic 
valuation? When read against their skin, in the context of the project, 
they seem to refer to melanin or Barsh’s ‘pigment granules within kerat-
inocytes’. But it could be either and the coding perhaps begs questions 
about the relationship between the two quantitative frameworks of eco-
nomics and pigmentation that are often used in various kinds of qualita-
tive judgement.

Dermatological codes for skin tone are juxtaposed with grime’s own 
codes for skin. The term grime itself advertises its concern with what 
covers the surface and its fearlessness in addressing unsanitised aspects 
of experience and difficult, messy feelings. Grime has sometimes been 
defined by a move away from mainstream hip-hop’s glorification of bling 
lifestyle, but it cannot just be seen as a local urban British translation of 
globalised African-American culture (Bramwell 2015). It is a form that 
values and validates the felt experience of diverse ordinary young people 
and translates a variety of globalised and localised ways of knowing, 
making sense of everyday experience, commenting on this and articulat-
ing ambitions in direct relationship to this experience.

When quantitative statements about skin colour are held against bod-
ies, a mode of molecular visualisation – difference at a molecular level – 
is juxtaposed with vocalised narratives about the felt experience of skin 
colour within a social context that is both contradictory and also in sub-
jective tension with the apparently objective statements in the visuals. In 
the first verse of Struggles, one of the MCs’ raps:

I’m proud to be black,
If you ask me it is the greatest feeling,
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I don’t like getting victimised,
I get watched in shops cos they think I’m stealing,
I’m not stealing, I’m a proud black boy and yeah my status is appealing,
You’re never gonna bring me down,
My head’s up there always higher than the ceiling.

But it is not the apparently objectifying dermatological statements here 
that result in the victimisation. Everyone’s melanin is objectified – differ-
ence here is just a question of quantity or proportion. Sixteen-bar solo 
rapped verses are punctuated by the collective chorus ‘Living with the 
struggles, life is hard, life is tough and you know we’re reppin double’. 
Repeated rhymes ‘feeling… stealing… appealing’ and repeated rhythms 
and scansion are held together by a 140 beats per minute backing track. 

Figure 5.2 Screenshots from Struggles
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This is grime’s poetic code. The code though is located in relation to 
everyday experience and aspirations in its content and via the settings of 
the video. The second soloist raps behind a desk, pencils in pots and 
others writing: ‘I’m with Merky Movements, I wanna be a big, big star, 
I wanna make big, big bars’. This desire for fame and creative fulfilment 
is set in a school or college then against the shopping street and a woman 
with a sign, back to the school and then onto an urban roof-top. The 
rapper locates himself within a poetic code, an education system, within 
his crew, within the city and in relation to dermatological code. As the 
verse becomes the chorus, the solo rapper merges back into the crew 
vocally and in the next shot.

In Struggles, the resistant, aspirational ethos of grime and hip-hop 
more broadly remains, but in place of the way of denigrating another’s 
skin sometimes resources rap battles between MCs, so rehearsing the 
skin as a site of value judgement, here actual skin tone becomes a matter 
of quantity (of melanin) rather than quality. At the same time the track 
does not avoid the facts of racism. The MC’s experience of being ‘racially 
profiled’ in shops is an inescapable subjectively experienced social con-
text for dermatology’s objective measurements.

Struggles gives a glimpse of how grime and dermatology might com-
bine translations, relocations and code-switching to find an idiom to 
resist or at least reframe racism. In linguistic work on code-switching, 
different language systems are juxtaposed in spoken interactions nor-
mally within multilingual contexts (Gumperz 1982; Kolehmainen and 
Skaffari 2015). Code-switching can sometimes be intended to reiterate 
or emphasise meaning (Harjunpää and Mäkilähde 2015). Translation, 
on the other hand, often implies transformation: the movement of mean-
ing from one code to another (Kolehmainen and Skaffari 2015). Here 
there are a series of translations from the dermatologist’s explanation of 
skin genetics, what it means to have black or brown skin, to the inscrip-
tions on the signs held up in the street and the MCs’ articulation of what 
it means to be black. Struggles though and the Colour Coded project more 
broadly also switches back and forth in a rhythmic movement between 
these different codes rather than the linear uni-directional movement 
suggested by some conceptions of translation, arguably including Callon’s.

Colour Coded locates its translations and code-switching in emergent 
social forms. The social form of the project both contains and is contained 
by its spatial and linguistic codes. Grime’s aesthetics – the content of the 
lyrics and visual imagery used in videos – is inextricably linked with its 
social forms. From its outset, on pirate radio stations at the top of East 
London tower blocks or outside takeaways, unknown young artists put 
together their own crews and disseminated their tracks themselves 
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through various modes of file sharing and social media as they became 
available. Notable figures such as Dizzee Rascal and Stormzy have achieved 
mainstream success and become high profile figures within the music 
industry. However, a certain counter-cultural ethos still exists within even 
the work of the biggest names. Wiley shared his entire back catalogue 
and sacked his record company exemplifying what Bramwell has called 
grime’s ‘ethics of free exchange’ (2015, 30). Walters and Merky Move-
ments were drawing on these socially and artistically entrepreneurial 
features of the genre in its relatively early days in taking on complex 
questions about skin and placing what they knew in direct relation to 
authorised accounts of skin from science and society. A key resource of 
grime as a poetic genre and a social form is its lexical ingenuity and flex-
ibility. Words such as ‘merky’ appear, move and change meaning in sub-
tle but potentially rapid ways over time and across space.

In the DVD there is no evidence of particularly extensive reciprocal 
exchange between different groups. The filmed conversation between the 
MCs and the dermatologists is short and restricted to a few questions 
from the MCs and some brief answers from one doctor. However, when 
I got back in touch with Walters and Moss 12 years after the project when 
writing this chapter, both attested to the significance and legacy of this 
project for them as individuals and more broadly. It had an impact on 
the disparate representational practices of research, clinical practice and 
filmmaking, however hard this may be to pin down over a decade later. 
In some ways the claims I am making for this kind of practice may seem 
limited. However, the continued unlikeliness of finding dermatologists 
and grime MCs on the same bill suggests that translating skin colour still 
has a long way to go. As I mentioned at the start of this section, science 
has a highly ambivalent relationship to discourse on race. A strand of 
work in contemporary genetics research confidently asserts that there is 
no biological basis for race as a concept, yet this argument is almost 
drowned out by the continuing legacies of centuries-old scientific sup-
port for colonial racisms, popular web-based companies offering racial 
profiles on the basis of a self-administered DNA test and a number of 
other ways in which race and science are re-imbricated (Thompson 
2006). Making sense of skin colour needs the lexical ingenuity of grime 
as much as it needs the quantitative analysis of dermatology and it needs 
translation to take place between such colour coding.

This is not about setting knowledges up in opposition, to turn again to 
the work of Boaventura de Sousa Santos who has argued that ‘finding 
credibility for non-scientific knowledges does not entail discrediting sci-
entific knowledge. It implies, rather, using it in a broader context of dia-
logues with other knowledges’ (Santos 2014, 193). Translation, however, 
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needs to go beyond dialogical forms to produce time-spaces that cut across 
boundaries variously delimited and enable the forging of solidarities and 
even the possibilities for contestation over the objects of knowledge. If 
Theatre of Debate innovates a process for enabling the politics of life to 
be played out within institutional space, then in this chapter, the space 
itself becomes part of the aesthetic. Just as ways of life are generative of 
form, here so form is seen as generative of ways of life. Commoning sense 
demands recognition that people do not just acquire or gain knowledge, 
but live it.

Notes

 1 The historian of science Joseph Needham (2000) made a major contribution 
to debunking the narrative in which the origins of modern science are seen 
as exclusively Western in origin. There are many examples of how biomedi-
cine has retrospectively validated and sometimes expropriated traditional 
medicines from different parts of the world (Leach et al. 2005).

 2 There is a range of scholarly work that explores medical and cultural histo-
ries of cancer. Jackie Stacey’s (1997) Teratologies: A Cultural Study of Cancer 
intertwines her own personal narrative with critical commentary on biomed-
ical and cultural representations of the disease. Work by Susan Lederer 
(2007) has discussed cancer narratives in Hollywood films and examined 
how this influenced popular perceptions of the disease and knowledge about 
it. Siddartha Mukherjee’s (2010) The Emperor of All Maladies: A Biography of 
Cancer weaves together narratives from different perspectives as clinician, 
biologist and historian.

 3 One of the most famous human cell lines used in thousands of scientific 
research studies has been that originally taken from Henrietta Lacks, who 
died of cancer in 1951. Her story, and that of the ‘Hela’ cells derived from her 
body, offers a significant perspective on a number of complex social, ethical 
and political issues that are explored in an important book by Rebecca Skloot 
(2011). Lacks’ story has been adapted for the stage in the USA in a 2018 play 
by J. Nicole Brooks (Reid 2018) and in the UK in a 2012 solo performance by 
Adura Onashile (Ranscombe 2013). Other artistic responses to the history 
are discussed in an article by Adele Senior (2011).

 4 Particularly influential examples in the UK might include in the 1970s 
Through the Night, a BBC TV drama work by Trevor Griffiths (1977), Louise 
Page’s 1978 play Tissue (1990), in the 1980s the photography of Jo Spence, and 
in the 1990s work by artists like Sam Taylor-Wood (Bolaki 2011; Toon 2014). 
In the USA, notable examples might include Margaret Edson’s 1995 play 
Wit and the artist Matuschka’s 1993 cover for the New York Times magazine. 
More recently work by Brian Lobel (2008) solo and with Bryony Kimmings 
(2018) in the UK has produced particularly challenging and critical transla-
tions of cancer. There have also been numerous soap opera storylines 
involving cancer and its treatment.
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 5 A lot of literature about genetic breast and ovarian cancer discusses the 
peculiar ontological status of the person who has been tested and found to 
have a genetic predisposition. The term ‘previvor’ is widely used instead of 
patient to account for this peculiarity, which in excellent articles Coleman 
Nye (2012) identifies as ‘theatrical’ and Diane Herndl as ‘virtual’ (2014).

 6 This could be seen as a reworking of the theme within many science plays of 
the impossibility of unknowing that is explored within canonical productions 
like Copenhagen (Shepherd-Barr 2006).

 7 Hirst reflected on her experience in a piece in the Guardian newspaper 
(Hirst 2015).

 8 Thomas and Williams (2014) suggest that part of the problem with evidence 
on the harms of khat use emerge from the ‘super-diversity’ of khat users.

 9 Somali performance culture in diaspora space is almost entirely neglected by 
scholarship in theatre and performance although there have been some higher 
profile examples of practice in the UK since the production I discuss here, 
e.g. National Theatre Scotland and Contact’s production of Yusra Warsama’s 
Rites (2015) and National Theatre Wales’s De Gabay, produced in 2013.

10 Iidle’s play has been discussed by the leading scholar of Somali poetic forms 
B.W. Andrzejewski (2011).
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