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Performing Migration

Caleb Johnston and Geraldine Pratt’s Migration in Performance is a thought-provoking, careful, 

inspiring, and well-written book. The book is about both the performance of migration and the 

migration of performances about migration – specifically, the travels and evolution of a play co-

written, based on a body of research findings. The text represents the culmination of decades of 

engagement between Pratt, Johnston, the Philippine Women’s Centre (PWC) in Vancouver, and 

other collaborators along the way. Much of this work concerned Canada’s controversial 

temporary worker policy, the Live-in Caregiver Program. The program offers a path to Canadian 

citizenship in exchange for exploitation and separation from family for years devoted to 

domestic care work. While that program has shrunken in size, Canada’s temporary programs and 

racialized migrant labor, on the whole, have ballooned.

Nanay changed as it crossed borders to be performed in different and distant, yet 

connected national settings. The authors pursued testimonial theatre because art offers 

possibilities for complexity, contingency, dialogue, and new political attachments, a “reach 

towards more complex and compromised modes of empathy and engagement” (p.7) with 

workers often hidden from view in private homes. With the play, the authors aim to move “the 

structural violence of state-sponsored forced migration more fully into public view” through 

performances of an archive of research. This endeavor results in traveling performances that 
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change as they move, with journeys that “up-ended what we thought we were doing” with the 

creation of the play in Vancouver

Importantly, Johnston and Pratt enact a transnational analysis with multi-sited, 

interdisciplinary research, working the boundary between social science and performing arts to 

locate contemporary Canadian migration politics in the colonial present. They understand 

research and art as media that share the goal of producing and circulating stories (p.160). They 

endeavor to make public the private global intimacies, inequities and racist exploitation upon 

which the Program relies; engaging Judith Butler, assembling disposable bodies in public view 

(p.108-109). They remind readers of the need for radical new understandings of care. They take 

care with language, ideas, and claims to knowledge. The text offers conceptual richness, 

exploring refusal, complacency, and complicity in positing family separation as a form of state 

violence ever present in migration policies. On this, to quote one of my favorite lines, “Canada is

not exceptional; it is one cog in a massive migration machine” (p.155).

Johnston and Pratt also remind readers of art’s opportunities to understand life’s 

complexities more deeply, and to engage broader publics in political dialogue around the 

contingent politics of migration and migration policies. They cite Jerome Phelps on “a role for 

art to set out alternative ways of mapping our predicament” (p.4). The authors turn to testimonial

theatre to perform an archive, noting “that performance can offer something new”; a “reach 

toward more complex and compromised modes of empathy and engagement”.

While presenting as an academic text, the book’s contents belie this reality, pushing 

readers to disrupt divisions that too often hive social science off from the performing arts. The 

authors exit the confining boundaries of social science to write at the fuzzy, fertile intersections 

between performance and scholarship, humanities and social science, art and migration.

In this sense, the book completes a conversation begun by Pratt (2000) in an essay called 

“Research Performances”, published in Environment and Planning D: Society and Space. That 

essay offers a series of methodological queries, including her discomfort with the direction of 
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fieldwork. Pratt bikes home through Vancouver neighborhoods, wondering how dancing and 

improv workshops with the PWC will become data. Now, 20 years later, Johnston and Pratt have 

answered many of her queries with a book-length exploration of research performances and the 

performance of research. The authors readily eschew the normal “tics” of social science. 

Rejecting objectivity, they remain present and embodied. Rather than perform confidence in 

research findings, they exude a combination of doubt and confidence in their exhaustive and 

relentless embrace of uncertainty throughout the text, reminding readers of the incomplete and 

unfinished nature of scholarship and performance. They continuously question their own place in

this work as “unstable allies”, as they travel with the play to each new performance, 

“experimenting with ways of doing better” (p.163).

Johnston and Pratt carry us along as they travel transnationally with the performances, as 

the play is rewritten and staged and takes on new meaning in each setting where it is performed, 

from Vancouver to Berlin, Whitehorse, and Manila. This strategy builds a transnational analysis 

into the text from its conception, as positionalities, subjectivities, politics and conversations shift 

with new actors, audiences, and new meanings assigned to the play’s scenes. These shifts are 

brought home most effectively with empirically-detailed discussions of the talkbacks after 

performances. The authors facilitated, attended, recorded, transcribed, and analyzed these 

talkbacks, mining them for deeper understanding. These exchanges represent the more complex 

engagement the authors strove for with “impassioned and important public debate” (p.155). They

provide openings to ask questions and for readers to ask questions about the context of new 

geographical and political terrain set out by the authors in each case.

Performance of the testimonial play is itself collaborative, as are the talkbacks, enabling 

engagement not only across researchers and artists, but between those who make and those who 

engage art. In the play’s moves and revisions, the authors seek “an extended archipelago of 

publics and collaborators” (p.9, citing George Marcus). Transnational moves position theatre as 

“a medium of exchange and passage across connected places and processes (p.11). Within these 
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moves, engaging Jacques Ranciére, talkbacks “created a time and space to redistribute the 

sensible: reconfigure what can be seen, heard, felt and thought” (p.46).

I am grateful for this text’s creativity and provocations. I am especially grateful for the 

insights it offered into my own work at the intersection of social science and performing arts as I 

complete a feature-length documentary film in collaboration with filmmaker Lisa Molomot. This

emerged from an ongoing research program about US war resister migration to Canada among 

two generations fleeing militarism, war, and conscription, in search of safe haven north of the 

border. The film follows several war resisters in their attempts to cross and stay in Canada. Until 

reading the book, I had been thinking of this documentary as an outcome to mobilize research 

findings to general publics and therefore broader audiences than most academic scholarship 

reaches. Johnston and Pratt’s extended discussion of theatre as method (p.100) enabled me to 

relocate the film as part of the larger research process, not an outcome or afterthought as I had 

once imagined it. The project on resisters also involved the construction of an archive in 

collaboration with the Toronto-based War Resister Support Campaign. Engaging Diana Taylor’s 

writing on the distinction between archive and repertoire (p.111), Johnston and Pratt document 

the process of moving archive into play, as play then expands archive. Similarly, I came to 

understand the film and the formation of the archive with the Campaign, as much more than 

outcome of research; more meaningfully, as a way to deepen and expand ongoing research and 

engagement between resisters, researchers, and publics.

The sign of a successful text is one that draws you back and opens as many questions as it

answers. On both counts, this book succeeds, posing important epistemological and political 

questions about who we are in the work that we do, what histories we carry forward, and what 

are our limitations as scholars and activist scholars. They also push us to ask what it means to 

perform an archive, potentially in many senses of both terms – to perform and to locate, 

construct, interpret and reconstruct a living archive.
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The authors’ contributions are, in their own final words, “to take some steps towards a 

more global, more local and more intimate understanding of labour migration and to a much-

expanded appreciation of the grinding violence of racial capitalism and colonialism in its many 

iterations” (p.164). They achieve these steps with an extended, artful critique of Canadian 

immigration policies, and with their location within the frame of settler colonialism. Along the 

way, they ask questions about what research can achieve when conducted creatively and 

collaboratively, about what it means to treat research as performance, and to perform an archive 

within the colonial present. Crucially, they ask: “How to represent racial violence without 

returning to the wound and profiting from its description?” (p.161).

Nanay leaves the audience “awkwardly suspended between between the theatre and 

everyday life” (p.61). Importantly, Johnston and Pratt offer tools for confronting the complex 

political moments we are living, the Live-in Caregiver Program but one “repetition of different 

experiences of family separation within settler colonialism” (p.156). They provoke readers and 

audiences to move beyond the geographical and social distance and the walls separating those of 

us who are not domestic workers from the state violence being enacted on them and the families 

from whom they are separated.

It is easy to recommend reading and returning to this text, as I know I will in the years 

ahead.
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