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GIVING A VOICE TO IMMIGRANTS.  
TENSIONS AND PARADOXES IN PARTICIPATORY THEATRE 

(TURIN, ITALY) 

Francesca Quercia 

Abstact 

Over the last thirty years, with the redefinition of cultural and urban policies, artists have been assigned 
social missions: strengthening social ties, contributing to breaking down barriers in working-class 
neighborhoods, and integrating immigrants. This process has taken place in many European countries, 
including Italy. As part of urban renewal programs, many theatre associations have become involved 
in working-class neighborhoods. They have created art projects involving immigrants, with a dual 
purpose of “integration” and “empowerment”. Based on an ethnographic study in a theatre 
association, this article illustrates how its director tried to empower immigrants, but was faced with a 
set of contradictions. Despite her antiracial beliefs, she ended up contributing to the minoritization of 
immigrants. This process confines minorities to a radical otherness over which they have little power.  

Key-words: cultural and urban policies, working-class neighborhoods, minoritization, ethnicization, 
culturalization. 

Introduction 

Over the past thirty years1, a set of national and European urban renewal programs2 have been 
established in working-class neighborhoods throughout Europe. They have not only taken care of 
building renovations, but have also funded socio-cultural projects. These projects all have social 
missions: strengthening "social cohesion," "improving the image" of these neighborhoods, or 
promoting "participation among the population". Establishing these programs has opened up new 
funding opportunities for artists, while transforming their work. Arts associations have not only been 
assigned social missions, but they have also been required to involve specific target audiences in their 
creations: e.g., the inhabitants of working-class neighborhoods. However, if the term "inhabitants" 
seems at first glance to designate all residents of a given territory, more often than not it is a euphemism 
used to designate immigrant populations (Tissot 2007). In order to be part of local policies, artists are 
therefore called upon to work with these populations and to adjust their professional activities to that 
target audience. 
That process has been taking hold in many European countries, including Italy. As part of urban 
renewal programs, a number of theatre associations have taken over working-class neighbourhoods. 
They have created projects involving immigrants and have had a goal of fostering "empowerment" for 
the participants (Pontremoli 2005). They aim to give a voice to minorities, but face a set of 
contradictions.  

 
1 I would like to thank Carole Hoon for her thorough re-reading of this article. 
2 Urban community initiative programs (Urban I, II and III) aimed at the economic and social revitalization of European towns and their 
working-class neighborhoods.  
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Often, the missions assigned to theatre projects by local institutions do not completely align with the 
way in which socio-cultural workers conceive their role. While most of them show their willingness to 
"give a voice" to immigrants, they also receive funding toward the goal of achieving "integration" and 
"social cohesion". This paper illustrates how the director of an Italian theatre association seeks to 
manage these contradictions.  

This article is based on my PhD research, which was an ethnographic study of six theatre associations 
located in two working-class neighborhoods in France and Italy (Quercia 2020). However, this paper 
will focus only on an Italian association named “Lotros” in which I conducted biographical interviews 
with its director (N=3), with trainees (N=8) and participants (N=8). I also had many informal 
discussions with immigrant participants, and a number of interviews with elected representatives and 
local public servants (N=10). Participant observations took place in a variety of settings (rehearsals, 
performances, meetings, etc.).  

After presenting urban local policies (a), this paper will show that the director needed to adapt her 
language to meet the expectations of public authorities (b), which ultimately contributed to a 
minoritization of immigrants. 

Following a set of works focusing on "ordinary ethnicizations" (Jounin, Palomares, Rabaud, 2008, p. 
8), this paper proposes to help us understand the role of theatre by re-embedding it in a set of "social, 
economic and institutional logics, sometimes driven by the best of intentions” (Ibid.). Theses logics 
have concrete effects on the daily experience of minority groups. To do this, I will use the term 
"minoritization" over other terms such as "oppression", "domination" or even "exploitation". These 
notions refer to material configurations, whereas the term “minoritization” refers to a relationship 
which "has two sides: a concrete side and an ideological-discursive one" (Ibid., p. 135). The minority 
group is therefore not only dominated from a socio-economic point of view, but it is symbolically 
confined to particularism (Guillaumin, 1972). 

The urban renewal program: a more or less veiled ethnicization 

Since 1960, the neighborhood in which I carried out this research was first inhabited by a working-
class population from southern Italy3, and then by extra-European immigrants.  

Between 2011 and 2015, an urban renewal program was undertaken, providing not only for urban 
renovation, but also for economic and socio-cultural development. In this context, a call for projects 
was published in order to fund community-centered projects. These projects had to promote “living 
together,” “active participation” of the “inhabitants,” as well as “integration between different 
communities.”4  

In official documents, the general terms "communities" and "inhabitants" were used even though those 
terms referred to a process of ethnicization of urban policies. The term “community” was used in the 
plural and it was preceded by the adjective "different," so that it meant "foreign communities." By 
underlining the necessary “integration” between these “different communities,” the public authorities 
contributed to their social construction as specific groups, different from the (Italian) majority 
population.  

In addition, in many institutional discourses, the neighborhood was described as inhabited by many 
“foreign communities” that were in a “precarious socio-economic situation” and by an “elderly and 

 
3 FIAT Headquarters, Turin has experienced strong immigration from southern Italy. 
4 http://www.comune.torino.it/urbanbarriera/progetto/index.shtml, consulté le 23 mai 2017 à 15h.) 

http://www.comune.torino.it/urbanbarriera/progetto/index.shtml
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isolated” Italian population5. Because of their "social and cultural differences," these populations were 
presented as being "at odds" with each other. This "social mix" among "parts of society that don’t 
naturally interact with each other" would "be at the origin of a disintegration of the local community."6  

In this context, socio-cultural associations had a dual mission. They had to both promote 
"participation" among these "new citizens" and embrace their "diversity," but also aim at pacifying the 
neighborhood. Public authorities were confronted with a contradiction: they wanted to embrace 
diversity and foster participation, but they also considered the immigrants as a source of social tensions.  

This kind of discourse contributed to a stigmatization of immigrants, which led to blaming them for 
the "social divide" (Castel 1995). It also contributed to a double process of ethnicization and 
culturalization of these populations. The term “ethnicization” is the process of ascribing racial or ethnic 
identities to a group of common origin (Poutignat, Streiff-Fenart, 1995). The term “culturalization” is 
the process of ascribing specific cultural traits to minorities (De Rudder, Poiret, Vourc’h, 2000). In 
institutional discourses, immigrants were defined as “foreign communities” that were considered 
culturally different from the majority. This contributed to the “othering” of immigrants (Guillaumin 
2002).  

Minoritization in association discourse 

Lotros Association7 offered participative theatre in the district that I studied. This association was created 
in 2001, thanks to funding obtained from European urban renewal programs. It was staffed by its 
director (Anna Maria) and eight trainees.  

Since 2011, this association has led workshops with immigrants based on a methodology called 
“community theatre” (Pontremoli 2005): the director interviewed some inhabitants, then invited them 
to share their biographical stories with other participants in a set of workshops. Later, the director 
created a scenario from these testimonies and participants played their own stories on stage.  

Most participants were from non-European countries (Columbia, Peru, Morocco, Egypt, Albania, 
Romania, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Senegal, and Congo).  

When the director presented the project (when she spoke with sponsors or with her trainees, for 
example), she said that she had an empowerment goal: she wanted to empower these people by giving 
them the opportunity to speak about their life.  

However, contradictions emerged in the director’s approach. On the one hand, she often emphasized 
how the theatre could be an empowering venue for these people, but on the other hand, she also tried 
to use the theatre as a way of integrating immigrants into Italian society.  

The term “integration” perpetuates a relationship of domination between the majority and minority 
groups, because “it is generally the dominant group that thinks the dominated groups are not integrated 
enough” (Lapeyronnie 2003). Thus, this term contributed to define foreigners as minorities.  

In addition, when the director presented the target group, she referred to the participants as 
“foreigners.” In her talks, this term referred not only to the legal status of non-nationals, but also to 
other characteristics they had. According to the director, “foreign participants” compounded social 

 
5 The terms in quotes are used by the elected representative for culture, the elected representative for education and the president of the 
district in a variety of settings (debates in the district council, presentations of the season in the neighborhood theatre, community-centered 
events, sociological interviews, etc.). 
6 Ibid. 
7 I anonymized this name in order to ensure the confidentiality of data. 
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and psychological difficulties, as well as relationship problems. These people were from “a very 
low cultural background” and “they never imagined being on stage.”8 

In the director’s talks, the term “foreigners” implied “miserabilist” in the sense given to it by Grignon 
and Passeron (1989): participants were defined by what they lacked and how different they were from 
the dominant culture. This term also implied ethnicizing (Poutignat, Streiff-Fenart 1995) and culturalist 
(De Rudder, Poiret, Vourc’h 2000): the director targeted foreigners because she thought that they had 
a set of problems linked to their origins and their “culture.”  

This study exemplifies a trend that characterizes social work today. The individual dimension of 
empowerment is becoming more important than the collective and radical ones (Bacqué, Biewener 
2013). In this specific case, the emancipatory aim of the theatre has been set aside to make way for the 
goal of integrating immigrants into Italian society.  

This trend was meeting expectations of public donors. Local public policies valued “cultural diversity” 
and participation, but they also wanted to guarantee social peace in working-class neighborhoods 
(between immigrants and natives).  

This study highlights a process of minoritization of immigrants with several closely-linked dimensions.  

In her talks, the director often refers to the problems participants face due to their cultural specificities 
and their origins (in a culturalist and ethnicizing logic).  

These categorizations contribute to the “othering” of immigrants. Whether or not they are brought 
back to their cultural differences or supposed ethnic origins, participants were not altered on the basis 
of what they accomplished. They were assigned to "astrictive statuses" which "preceded their birth"(De 
Rudder, Poiret, Vourc’h 2000, p. 32). 

This process wasn’t intentional. The director tried to emancipate immigrants, but she also needed 
funding from public authorities. Despite her antiracial beliefs, she ended up causing a minoritization 
of immigrants (Guillaumin 2002). 

This research shows that minoritization does not manifest itself only in violent practices, but also in 
everyday life. In spite of their antiracial principles, the majority population can contribute to 
perpetuating the idea that “human beings are naturally different” (Guillaumin 2016).  
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8 All the terms in quotes were used by the director in a variety of settings (interviews, meetings, rehearsals, etc.). 




