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Abstract

Can creative self-expression support women to gain or claim their voices? This research explores the
dialogic nature of self-reflective questions in oracle cards as provocations for theatre and investigates
if and how these provocations can assist women with self-expression. A sample deck of oracle cards —
including self-reflective questions — were crafted and then tested as provocations for playwriting.
These cards were used in practice-based research to explore how they may elicit vocality, employing
practice-led research as a methodology and playwriting as a method. Through the creative process,
themes centred around gender-based violence emerged. These practice-led insights merge
gender-based violence’s loss of identarian agency and research on vocal studies to provide a possible

practice-based avenue to support women to recover their voice-as-agency post-violence.
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Project background

My Master of Creative Arts research centres on finding creative practice-based solutions to assist
women to gain or claim voice by using self-reflective questions in oracle cards as provocations — or
enablers — of creative expression for playwriting. To explore this, I have created a small sample deck
of oracle cards and then responded to the self-reflective questions in the sample with a theatrical
monologue. In response to the oracle card ‘Dig up the Roots,” I was surprised when my writing — the
attached monologue excerpt — centred on themes of gender-based violence. Such themes have not
been the nucleus of the research, so, despite having written this oracle card provocation, I did not
anticipate these themes as a freewriting response. However, considering the literature that informed
the thesis centred on voice-as-agency or the metaphorical voice (Weidman 2014; Boston 2019), and
how voices are socio-politically situated and socially crafted (Cahill & Hamel 2018), thus, the themes

of domestic violence do align with the literature.

Voice-as-agency

Voice-as-agency, or metaphorical voice, refers to agentic voice (Weidman 2014; Cahill & Hamel
2018). Colloquially, this is referred to as ‘speaking up’ or ‘sharing your voice’. The ability to gain or
claim one’s voice is challenging for people who have experienced gender-based violence (henceforth
receivers) because such violence can be perpetuated through mechanisms of coercive control,
gaslighting and abuse that can reduce the agentic expression of a woman (Wemmers et al. 2022;
Lohman et al. 2024). These mechanisms are often coupled with a perpetrator deliberately isolating the
receiver from their support systems (Lohman et al. 2024), further damaging the already lowered
self-confidence of the receiver. Isolation can cause a woman to question their ability to form healthy
relationships, which perpetuates cyclical self-doubt as the absence of positive relationships in turn
impacts self-confidence and autonomy (Littleton & Radecki Breitkopf 2006; Wemmers et al. 2022).
Isolation, therefore, is linked with vocality as it reduces the spaces of safety where women can share
their voices after being conditioned to discount or distrust them. Thus, how can creative practice

research utilise Theatre of Social Change to create change-making dialogue?

Gender-based violence: an entrenched epidemic

In contemporary Australia, women have been categorically silenced through gender-based violence in
what Mayes (2024) refers to as an entrenched epidemic. Lohmann et al. (2024) highlight that
women’s voices are silenced when experiencing gender-based violence, and counterintuitively, their
lived perspectives are also not included in the literature to help solve the epidemic. It is important to

acknowledge that all voices are socio-politically constructed and that hegemonic discourses in



patriarchal neo-liberal Australia have continually privileged cis-hetero Eurocentric male voices and
thereby ‘Othered’ others, including women. Additionally, a large body of research supports women
claiming their voices to speak back against privileged hegemonic voices (Cixous 1976; Kay 2020;
Rodenburg 2023), including within the discipline of theatre and performance within the humanities
(Aston 1999; Boston 2019). Feminist theatre scholars found that women have the most to gain by
authoring their own stories and that the claiming of such voices is paramount in healing the self
(Rodenburg 2023; Banks 2023). Theatre of Social Change (Shank 1982; Thornton 2015) provides a
model in which theatre can be leveraged to raise awareness of social issues, including using a
character to directly address an audience as a mechanism to challenge the status quo (Shank 1982).

This model is adopted in this article’s creative artefact monologue.

It is critical to consider that my creative artefact is also situated within the current socio-cultural
Australian climate of femicide, an ‘entrenched epidemic’ (Mayes 2024). Recently, the Australian
Government has proposed to support women experiencing gender-based violence through the
National Plan to Reduce Violence against Women and their Children 2022- 2032 (2022). Furthermore,
I, the autoethnographically reflecting ‘researcher-subject’ (Lykke 2010, p. 165), am socio-politically
located within a university ecosystem as a researcher-writer, so it is relevant to mention the recent
plethora of government-backed support to end gender-based violence in universities. Some recent
university initiatives by the Australian Government Department of Education include: the National
Higher Education Code to Prevent and Respond to Gender-based Violence [Code] (2024a); the Action
Plan Addressing Gender-based Violence in Higher Education (2024b); and the implementation of a
National Student Ombudsman (NSO) who accept historical complaints, including gender-based
violence, complaints from students (2024¢). The NSO provides a vital mechanism for students —
especially those with no prior avenue to report complaints, including historical abuse — enabling
systemic reform through their remit to suggest sector-wide changes, including within policies and
procedures. For instance, the NSO might recommend re-entry support for receivers when their
perpetrator returns to study, a critical need in smaller cohorts. The newly implemented Code shifts
responsibility to universities (and student accommodation providers) to proactively reduce
gender-based violence, including enforceable standards that universities must meet by 1 January 2026.
This is pivotal: education and open dialogue dismantle stigma, shame, and silence, fostering collective
support to end abuse. Making institutions responsible and accountable alleviates the social burden and

cognitive load that is presently disproportionately carried by women.

Methodology and methods
The primary methodology underpinning my research is practice-led research (PLR), as defined by

Smith and Dean (2009), an interative process where the research and creative practice-led insights



inform one another iteratively. Furthermore, Kroll (2008) defines practice in terms of the ‘individual
and cultural circumstances’ (p. 6) of the research, demonstrating an analogy of exegetical writing as a
‘formal autobiography’ (p. 4) of the researcher’s practice or craft. This definition supports the

adoption of feminist autoethnographic reflection to scaffold the exegetical component of my research.

Autoethnography as methodology enables personal reflective insights to emerge and be analysed
(Willis et al. 2022) and is particularly pertinent in feminist texts ‘which epistemologically are based
on a politics of location and situated knowledges, will often focus on the question of how the
researcher subject is written into the text’ (Lykke 2010, p. 165), cementing a personal perspective
within a feminist paper as not informal, but adhering to the conventions of the gender studies

discipline.

The first stage of practice utilised Rebecca Campbell’s oracle decks (2015; 2022) and their inclusion
of self-reflective questions (‘soul inquiry™”) as a starting point, and then a long list of oracle decks
was examined to ascertain if the self-reflective questions were discovered elsewhere in the genre.
From this, a short list of oracle decks were analysed: Dreamtime Reading Cards (Bowen 2014),
Whispers of Healing Oracle (Hartfield 2022), Wild Woman Oracle (Zéarate 2022), The Healing Waters
Oracle (Campbell & Louise 2023), and Soul Mirror Oracle (Connelly & Novaes 2024), to create a
loose framework for constructing oracle cards. Subsequently, I used this framework to create a textual
version of these nine oracle cards, and then used these cards in freewriting exercises to produce a

40-minute play. The play was written in first person as a monologue to solely focus on one voice.

Oracle cards consist of both text and artwork, which depict a central theme. Cards can contain one
word, a phrase or a central phrase with accompanying words that assist in conveying the theme
(Campbell 2022). A longer text entry (150-300 words) is included in the booklet that accompanies the
cards to provide deeper insights. However, as this research solely explores the textual component, for
clarity, the full textual entry is included in the cards themselves. This is important because the
self-reflective questions used as a provocation are taken from (what would be) the booklet entry.

Figure 1 below contains images of the card I created, ‘Dig up the Roots (Glasbergen, n.p.).



DIG UP THE
R O OTS Focus on the life you want to cultivace.

= ] h ) Now is the time to dig up the roots of the dreams
life reimagined - trim the branches - realign . :
of yesteryear and plant only what you truly wish
Decklet entry to harvest.
When the seasons change, so does the produce.
When the s s change, new cr are planted

too. But first, we must dig up the roots. What no ]'Oiig'ﬁ‘ serves you?!

Before considering what seeds you will plant for How can you dig up the roots?

the future harvest, consider what residue and

about what is essential for you moving for
What is not can be cut or removed.
Desires c]];mgc, g(m].‘ shift, and what once served

us can fall away.

Figure 1: From 1, You, We Are the Oracle: Creative Self-expression as Vocal Liberation by

Glasbergen n.p.

Discussion

A freewriting exercise based on ‘Dig up the Roots’ card (Figure 1) resulted in the attached play
extract. | had crafted this card with the intention of re-examining past goals and updating them where
necessary, and [ was surprised that such harsh themes arose in response to a card I had envisioned
with a different purpose. Instead of discounting what arose, including gender-based violence, I used
the creative practice to inform further reading into the themes of gender-based violence that emerged
and considered the political landscape that may have impacted the writing that emerged. A key
finding from this is that the oracle card sample resulted in themes within the playscript that I had not

intended as the author of both artefacts, thereby the practice has informed the practice.

Creative practice centred around issues pertaining to social justice is essential (Hayford 2020), as it
can produce actionable mechanisms to support raising awareness about societal issues to diverse
audiences through performance. Furthermore, in this instance, playwriting as a method could also be

explored to support women to gain or claim their voices post-violence.



This paper uses Weidman’s (2014) notion of voice-as-agency and Cahill and Hamel’s (2018) posited
notion that voices are simultaneously distinctly our own and yet ‘ineluctably marked and beholden to
the other’ (p. 144). These concepts of voice merge with creative practice research and situated
knowledge, which assisted me in creating an original monologue centred on social justice
change-making, employing conventions of Theatre of Social Change (Shank 1982). There is a
significant prevalence of women's authorship in the literature on vocal studies (Aston 1999, Linklater
2006; Schlichter 2011; Boston 2019, Cahill & Hamel 2018; Rodenburg 2023), which could indicate a
connection between the ability to voice, and gender. Furthermore, using Cahill and Hamel’s (2018)
notion that voices are resonant responses to others (intervocality), and interconnected with agency,
voicing-with someone who undermines your agentic expression could be damaging on an identarian

level.

By viewing my monologue in the context of modern gender-based violence in Australia as situated at
the intersection between voice and agency, it becomes evident that research on voice-as-agency and
supporting creative self-expression could provide actionable tools to nurture voices that have been
coerced, gaslit or otherwise damaged through gender-based violence. Creative self-expression, then,
may provide a mechanism to assist women to gain or claim their voices. Importantly, the societal
epidemic of gender-based violence needs to be researched in multi-layered ways so that we can

support awareness and provide practical tools to help women rehabilitate after experiencing violence.



BACK TO THE CROCODILE’S DEN
A service counter appears. CHET walks towards it whilst putting on an apron. Later, she nurses a
curly-wired landline telephone in the cradle of her neck, whilst picking her nails. She speaks

directly to the audience.

Picture this. Me: pimply-faced. All of 19. Stuck at the front counter taking manager call after manager
call. Looking around for someone else to be the adult. Realising the only adult in this scenario is me.
This chapter is me deep in the trenches of making-it-the-fuck-up-as-I-go. The last person on hold
ended up being a sausage-based prank. This one had a strong aroma of drunk bogan with some light
undertones of misogyny. ‘Yes, [ am sure | am the manager. Yes, I am old enough to work here. No,

there is no male manager on shift.’

In walks a frazzled girl with no shoes. She comes right up to the counter and asks me for water. Blood
rushes from her temple down her cheek. It's seeping from skin sewn shut. I asked the bogan if he
wouldn’t mind holding ... please. I am graced with a barrage of swear words in response. That’s my

cue to hang up.

What? You’re allowed to hang up when they swear. At least by my rules. My shift, my rules.

CHET walks downstage in front of the counter. She sits on one of two empty stools and addresses

the other, imagining they're there.

I sat with her in the foyer to ascertain if I should call an ambulance. Headwound wasn’t in the training

videos.

She said ‘na, actually I just got outta the base hospital. Cuz ... well, he was fumin’ and ...’

She pointed to her head wound as if that finished her sentence. Mumbles something about how head

wounds bleed like buggery, ‘it’s just what they do’.

I should have found that harrowing in retrospect. But it was at that precise moment that I noticed
something on her shirt, white and wriggling, making its way across her shoulder. Here she is bearing
her soul, and I’m trying to remain present. Really, I am. Staring intently into her eyes, hamming up
my non-verbal listening, but my whole attention is focused on the white thing moving in my

periphery. It clicks. My brain finishes the puzzle.



Maggot. No wait fuck. Maggots, plural. I’'m nodding at what she’s saying, and then I realise I’ve said

the word out loud. Dammit! Wait ... she’s shrugging like what I said is normal ...

None of this is okay. Not the violence. Not the maggots. I reach for her hand, and I use all my heart’s
empathy. [ pour it all out through my eyes while I talk to convey that this, this experience she is

having, is not okay on any level.

I ask her where she’s been sleeping/where she’s picked up these maggots. She shrugs and gestures to

the park outside.
CHET stands no longer imagining the girl.
We give her some food, then call a taxi to pick her up and make sure she has safe passage back.

“Y ’know, I’'m probably driving her back to the crocodile's den,’ the taxi driver informs me as |

pre-pay her fare.
I was needed on the phone again. Manager call.

‘I’m gunna come down there and kick your head in!’, advises the bloke who just minutes earlier had
asked me if [ was even an adult. Even with my “little girl customer service voice” cranked up to an

eleven.
Pause.

I still wonder where that girl is ... and if she was safer sleeping amongst the maggots.
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