DRAFT


Story Circles: Community Dialogues with John O’Neal & Junebug Productions

There are many different approaches to the use of story, but one particularly well-known and influential approach is Story Circles, formalized by John O’Neal, Artistic Director of Junebug Productions based in New Orleans.  Story Circles is the foundation of Junebug’s artistic and activist work, often dealing with issues of systemic racism, as in their recent national initiative, the Color Line Project.  John O’Neal was also the founder of The Free Southern Theater and a dedicated organizer through the Civil Rights Movement to the present day, including recent responses to Hurricane Katrina (along with fellow organizer Curtis Mohammed).

From Nov. 28 – Dec. 6, New WORLD Theater in partnership with Dismantling Racism in the Valley organizers, will host a series of Story Circles and events addressing the topic of systemic racism in our communities, institutions and nation.  

11/28
Monday

Story Circle #1 with John O’Neal




CEPA in Holyoke 6:30-8:30PM

11/30
Wednesday
Hurricane Katrina Teach-in, Umass – with Curtis Mohammed, John O’Neal, 

Enoch Page, Jo Comerford, Safahri and more…

Room 101 Campus Center, UMASS 7-9:30PM

12/1
Thursday
Story Circle #2 with Curtis Mohammed

12/2-3   Fri & Sat
Performances by John O’Neal, 

Northampton Center for the Arts

12/4 
Sunday, 12-4
Story Circle training for organizers, with John O’Neal @ the Anti-racism Meeting, 

Center for Contemplative Mind, Northampton

12/6
Tuesday
Story Circle #3 with John O’Neal




ARISE for Social Justice in Springfield 6:30-8:30PM

ABOUT STORY CIRCLES


"When we tell stories, we are sharing with each other how we put things together.

When we share stories, we share whole parts of ourselves… 

The use of a circle where everyone can see each other is critical, as it implies an equal, active and democratic role for each participant." – John O’Neal



Story Circles use the age-old tradition of story telling as a way to bring people together and to build relationships among them. By telling our stories, listening to one another and gaining understanding, we can reflect on our lives in relation to our community.  Mutually agreed-upon guidelines ensure that everyone can participate to the extent that he or she would like in an atmosphere of mutual respect. Equal time for everyone to speak equalizes power dynamics and allows all voices to be heard.  


The story circle serves as an integral tool for building and encouraging communication and knowledge.  The premise behind the process is that by allowing people to hear each other’s viewpoints or experiences in the form of stories, they gain a much fuller understanding of alternative ideas and experiences without unnecessary confrontation, and without feeling that their own ideas are being threatened or rejected.  In arguments, we often end up, at the end of the argument, confirmed in our differences. But when we tell stories, we come to different places. Communication between opposing groups becomes possible, common problems can be identified, and solutions can be developed.  

The process, like the stories that people use it to share, is essentially oral in nature. When things are written down, we have a tendency to treat them as more final than they need to be. In story telling (and story circles), listening is always more important that talking. If you're thinking about your story while someone else is telling theirs, you won't hear what they say. If you trust the circle, when it comes your turn to tell, a story will be there. 


There is time at the end to reflect on the stories shared, whether you summarize all, or focus on a particular story. Dialogue then results from, and is based in, personal knowledge, experience and connections.  Organizers and artists alike have testified that the use of Story Circles allows participants to speak freely about feelings, connect with civic issues on a very intimate, visceral level, gain respect and empathy for each other and form lasting bonds.  

