JEANNE KLEIN

READING EMPATHY
IN A QUEBECOIS PLAY:
CRYING TO LAUGH

To explore a continuum model of empathy, 88 children in grades one, three,
and five were interviewed about their emotional responses to Crying to Laugh,
a québécois play designed to demonstrate emotional expression. Girls and
older children empathized and sympathized by feeling and thinking from fe-
male characters’ perspectives more than boys and younger children. Boys
distanced themselves more than girls by focusing on their personal desires
and expectations. Theatrical signs of presentational plays may interfere with
empathy by distracting young children from identifying intended themes.

Afin d’explorer un modele d’empathie en .continuum, 88 éléves de premiére,
troisiéme et cinquiéme année du primaire ont été interviewés sur leurs réac-
tions émotionnelles & Pleurer pour rire, une piéce québécoise congue pour

montrer I’expression des émotions. Ce sont les fillettes et les enfants plus agés, |

et non les gargons et les enfants plus jeunes, qui ont manifesté de I'empathie
et de la sympathie en pensant et en ressentant & partir du point de vue des
personnages féminins. Les gargons, plus que les filles, se sont distancés en
se concentrant sur leur propres désirs et leurs attentes personnelles. Les
dléments de thédtralisation des spectacles dit de présentation peuvent contrer

les manifestations d’empathie en empéchant les jeunes enfants de s’identifier
aux thémes traités.

Young spectators show how they feel honestly through overt, behavioral
responses which affect actors” performances and directors’ assumptions about
what children enjoy and understand (Klein 1992). Audience reception studies
can counter adults’ misconceptions about children’s desires for comedy, fast-
paced action, “easy” entertainment, and whether they empathize or identify
with characters and themes (e.g., Deldime; Hagnell). Such research in the last
two decades integrates performance and social science theories to illuminate
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theatre’s communication process with actual not hypothetical readers (e.g.
Schoenmakers; cf. Bennett). Cognitive developmental theories and methods
have informed my ongoing investigations of the theatrical signs children rely
upon to construct meanings from selected productions at the University of
Kansas Theatre for Young People (Klein 1987, 1993 Klein and Fitch).

When children watch theatre, they actively explore its visual and aural
signs and search for familiar, meaningful ideas based on their schematic con-
cepts of stories and theatre conventions. As selective attention develops, they
learn to focus more on central actions and critical dialogue than on distract-
ing, incidental activities to identify main themes in plays. Before the age of
six or seven, young children tend to focus on actual, physical appearances
until they recognize the need to make inferences about the internal minds
of others (e.g., Flavell et al.). Older children infer and compare characters’
thoughts and traits against their own self-concepts, while scrutinizing the
probability of fictive events (e.g., Damon and Hart). Around the age of eight
or nine, an understanding of metaphors and irony develops as they recognize
and discriminate literal from symbolic meanings (e.g., Winner). They judge
social realism or verisimilitude by how characters and dramatic events com-
pare and apply to their cultural experiences (e.g., Dorr). Though children
prefer realism from their years of avid television viewing, expressionistic
plays may stimulate emotional memories more than realistic styles (Deldime
and Pigeon).

According to social cognitive theory, children who empathize or identify
with stage heroes will model their behaviors. Psychologists define empa-
thy as sharing vicariously another person’s emotions and thoughts, and they
distinguish empathy (feeling with) from sympathy (feeling for) by whether
viewers focus more on others than on themselves (Eisenberg and Strayer
3-10). The ability to empathize increases with age because older children
not only feel with characters’ emotions contagiously but they also imagine
and think from within characters’ perspectives (Hoffman; Strayer). Because
feeling sad for someone does not mean that an observer will necessarily help
another in distress, empathy may stimulate more cooperative attitudes and
helpful behaviors than sympathy. Empathetic predispositions may also be
influenced by parents’ child-rearing practices and how boys and girls are so-
cialized to express and talk about their emotions (Eisenberg). Thus, empathy
may lie at one end of a continuum opposite distancing with sympathy in the
middle. These theoretical frameworks and definitions may be used to analyze
children’s emotional responses to characters in situations.
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Seluf (Elizabeth D’ Amato) gives Mea (Cinnamon Schultz) a popped black balloon

and urges, “You see Mea, when you're sad, you've got to find someone you love
and tell them.” Photo: Earl Iversen.

Children were especially attentive and quiet during sad moments (e.g.,
Shado’s death and when Seluf gently urges Mea to tell her sad feelings to
someone she loves), angry arguments (e.g., when Mea and Seluf fight over
their differences and when Mea screams at Yua for lying), and suspenseful,
moments before critical discoveries (e.g., when Seluf enters from the mirror
and Mea recognizes her separate persona; when Seluf raises Yua’s pant leg
to see his stilts, and when she removes his stilts from under the bed). They
giggled or laughed at references to “kissing” (usual triggers of nervousness or
sarcasm), humorous sight gags, actors’ facial and physical antics, the chase
scene, and jubilant victories. Restlessness or shifting in seats occurred pri-
marily during transitions between episodes and during explanatory conversa-
tions when actors’ energies dropped. Spontaneous applause and enthusiastic
screaming broke out during Mea’s exuberant emotional release when bal-
loons fell and the mirror ball cast “balloons” of moving lights around the
auditorium.

Actors reported feeling invigorated and charged by these overt responses
as they adjusted their energies in tune with noise levels. Aural behaviors
matched actors’ emotional rhythms and concentrated energies moment by
moment as intended by respective actions. The play’s visualized metaphors
and explicit thematic dialogue appeared to communicate successfully. I was
thrilled crying through tears of joy! Surely everyone must have empathized

Mea (Cinnamon Schultz) begins to release her anger at Yua (Jared Khan) for lying
about wearing stilts as Seluf (Elizabeth D’ Amato) urges her on. Photo: Earl Iversen.

with Mea’s experience! But children’s verbal responses in subsequent in-
terviews would challenge my intuitive interpretations of the extent to which
“everyone” empathized.

Procedures for the Study

For the actual study, 33 first graders (mean age 7), 28 third graders (mean
age 9), and 27 fifth graders (mean age 11) (44 boys and 44 girls) participated
from three schools in various socio-economic class neighborhoods. Twelve to
fifteen days before theatre attendance, they answered a 35-item questionnaire
by circling “yes” or “no” to statements they felt were “like me” or “not like
me” (e.g., “Seeing someone who is crying makes me feel like crying” and
“When I am acting out a story in drama, I feel like I am the character”). This
commonly used Empathy Index (Bryant) and the Self-Evaluation of Drama
Skills (Wright) measured respective predispositions to see whether personal
traits would relate to their emotional recall of the play.

One day after theatre attendance, children were interviewed individually
for fifteen minutes at their respective schools. They were asked to recall
freely “what the play was about” and the play’s theme (ie., “what Mea
learned”). First graders were encouraged to simulate the play’s actions with
three photographed character “dolls” and proportional scenic models of the
bed, shower, and mirror, made available to all children. From long-shot
photo prompts and referential facial diagrams of basic emotions, they were
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themselves through objective perspectives, and only half (53%) empathized
by feeling and thinking the protagonists’ or actresses’ subjective perspec-
tives. Most sympathized for Mea during her crisis (42%) (when Seluf was
trapped in the mirror) by directing their anger against Yua’s unjust treatment
of Seluf, and during the climax (48%) (when Mea saw Yua’s stilts) when
they felt happy for Mea’s belief in Seluf’s truth by anticipating the “happy
ending.” They reported sympathetic personal distress or contagious sadness
when Shado died (conflict) (35%) and when Yua mistreated Shado (reac-
tion 1) (36%), though Shado’s death also triggered recall of similar personal
experiences or associations because children liked dogs and disliked death
(33%).

Yua’s unjust treatment of Shado (42%) and Seluf (23%) triggered dis-
tancing by inducing anger and moral prescriptions about what he should or
shouldn’t have done from social norms. Few children made moral judgments,
though they were less likely to sympathize if they focused on Yua’s immoral
actions. Seluf’s discovery of Yua’'s stilts caused the most distancing (57%)
as children’s expectations were met or thwarted by this surprising theatrical
use of his stilts as an integral plot device. Some were jarred out of their
fictive representational frameworks by this new knowledge, while others felt
“OK” because they already knew about this obvious convention from their
presentational frameworks here and when Mea saw his stilts (climax) (31%).

Empathy increased during the play as viewers grew familiar and more
emotionally involved with Mea’s drama. Toward the end of the play, children
empathized with Mea during her crisis (22%) by sharing the sad loss of her
best friend trapped within the mirror; and during the climax (17%) when they
shared her indignation over Yua’'s deception. Attributions converged during
reaction 2 or the thematic resolution (when Mea jumped on the bed to express
her feelings) as her jubilant victory induced the most empathy (28%) of all
situations and much projected sympathy (31%) for her pleasurable experience
(e.g., “Because Mea was having fun making a mess and not listening to Yua
anymore”). However, this spectacle also diverted attention and distanced
viewers (36%) as they associated their personal desires (e.g., “I like jumping
on beds and popping balloons”). A few wanted to break the fourth wall
entirely by participating with Mea directly on stage.

Figure 3 summarizes attribution scores to show how significant age and
gender differences interacted with actors’ performances across the six situ-
ations. As expected, girls and older children more than boys and younger
children empathized and sympathized by sustaining characters’ perspectives
within a representational framework. Such children were more likely to per-
ceive themselves ideally as Seluf by comparing themselves against her emo-
tional traits. Fifth grade girls admitted not expressing their feelings like Mea
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hightight the ongoing need to question young audiences’ metaphoric knowi-
edge of theatrical conventions.

In sum, Crying to Laugh reinforced what children already knew about
emotional expression by age and gender, contrary to adult assumptions that
youngsters need to learn the physical importance of crying. True to the play’s
ironic title, children laughed and enjoyed themselves very much—without
crying (or trying to), unlike some adults. They were entertained, indeed, but
one can only speculate through blind faith or cynical doubt whether they will
recall the ideas of this performance when they feel the future need to cry.

Implications for Theatre Producers and Educators

Though presentational performances trigger distancing effects, young au-
diences continue to sympathize for characters from objective perspectives
within assumed or expected representational frameworks. Children certainly
care and feel compassion for characters, but young ones often distance them-
selves easily from characters’ perspectives when dramatic activities, theatrical
signs, and “awesome” special effects divert attention away from metaphoric
themes and provoke superficial pleasures. Because primary grade children
focus on physical appearances and sometimes laugh at rather than with actors’
emotions, directors need to ensure that conceptual themes are fully integrated
with characters’ actions, dialogue, and scenography so that actors’ behaviors
and spectacular effects do not overwhelm or distract youngsters from under-
lying meanings. Pacing abstract ideas in tune with the slower speed of young
minds also ensures better communication while breaking the myth that “fast
actions hold weak attention spans.”

There are no artistic formulas for creating meaningful productions for
young audiences. Each play and production holds its own unique challenges
in communicating themes visually to young children who are learning how to
focus on characters’ actions, thoughts, and emotions through new and unfa-
miliar theatrical conventions. Finding familiar behaviors and favorite objects
is part of the joy youngsters feel with each new theatre experience, but mak-
ing children laugh at actors’ behaviors for the sake of “easy” entertainment
is not the primary goal of theatre. Young audiences deserve to be entertained
by plays which confront rather than deny the seriousness of their personal
problems created by adults.

Does Crying to Laugh reverberate more strongly to adolescents and adults,
especially parents and teachers, who have lived the stressful, internal conse-
quences of not crying in a society that perceives crying as a sign of weakness?
Contrary to artistic intentions, the play’s scenographic design may have in-
advertently induced adults more than children to enter into its ageist signifi-
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cance. As one woman confirmed, “this production was meant for grown-ups
to see how at times they as big people make children feel small.”™ Crying
to Laugh may be part of a growing trend to produce theatre for “family”
audiences of mixed age groups rather than from children’s social cognitive
perspectives. While plays for all age groups enhance a sense of community,
key differences exist between plays which empathize with children’s lives
and those which project adults’ childhood fantasies sympathetically. Induc-
ing young audiences to view expressionistic plays from the protagonist’s
perspective challenges artists to invent further techniques which stretch chil-
dren’s minds.

Young audiences may also represent “novice” adult audiences who are not
educated formally in theatre’s symbolic conventions by frequent attendance.
The need for theatre education at all elementary, secondary, and university
levels serves to remind educators that theatre appreciation must be nurtured
consistently over time. Because young boys focus more on performance fea-
tures and older girls focus more on character relationships, these two essential
modes of comprehension need to be integrated in elementary theatre curricula.
Teachers might stress how visual signs signify aural texts as crucial thematic
metaphors by encouraging students to search for underlying subtexts and mul-
tiple meanings beneath the surface appearance of actors’ actions and visual
designs. Paradoxically, teaching audiences to analyze performance texts may
encourage more objective viewing and weaken empathetic tendencies unless
spectators suspend and withhold critical analyses during performances.

Audience reception studies which test artistic intentions directly against
spectators’ meaning-making strategies and cultural expectations can inform
performance theories about the function of emotions in theatre. By em-
pathizing with children through their developmental minds, artists may en-
hance meaningful experiences which encourage young audiences to return
to theatre as adults. In these ways, structuralist studies grounded firmly in
cognitive science methods and contextualized artistic practices may illumi-
nate theatre’s emotional effects with more realistic and practically realized
cultural benefits.
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