
There is confusion that comes with being a working actor who is mixed race. 
Holding the multiple truths of your identity in a singular body can feel like too 
much work at times—especially given society’s expectation to fit everyone into neat 
boxes.

We are in the business of telling stories, and the way we look tells a story. In my 
little corner of being half-Indian and half-white I often feel like I am not enough of 
either part—with people constantly asking what I am, where I’m from, or gamifying 
my identity. For most of my career I would experience casting directors incorrectly 
rolling the “r” in my last name while introducing me, creatives who felt compelled 
to call me “dusky” and poke fun at my Indian heritage, or simply fighting to be in 
audition rooms only to learn that I didn’t fit the predetermined image behind the 
table. Over time, I could not help but subconsciously make my own assumptions 
about which characters I could play.

When an email from TheatreWorks Silicon Valley’s casting director Jeffrey Lo 
appeared in my inbox requesting I audition for Sense and Sensibility, I was taken 
aback. The beautiful worlds of Jane Austen lived illustriously in novels and films with 
brilliant actors such as Emma Thompson and Keira Knightley—almost all of them 
white. Until then, every role I played was ethnically specific or categorized under 
the indeterminate “ethnically ambiguous.” It took me a moment to realize that my 
tanned skin and “exotic” features were not something I needed to hide or minimize 
to be a part of Austen’s world at a theatre like TheatreWorks.

I learned Paul Gordon’s gorgeous music as I prepared material for Marianne—the 
passionate younger sister. I was then asked to audition for the cunning and comedic 
Lucy Steele. I was cast as Lucy, and I was elated. Not only to be gifted with the 
challenge of playing the role, but also to understudy Elinor, the benevolent and 
practical eldest sister.

Dear TheatreWorks Supporters,



At TheatreWorks, I was working with people who could envision me as nearly every 
female character in a show I believed I was wrong for. This realization slowly changed 
the way I saw myself and helped me take ownership of my identity on stage. And of 
course, I wasn’t alone. The representation across the board in Sense and Sensibility 
made me feel at home. Our unique voices and perspectives were welcomed, 
celebrated, and added another layer to the story. 

TheatreWorks’ open, creative approach to casting is a visionary example of what 
theatre can and should be. I felt for the first time in a casting process that I was 
enough. I could stop obsessing over how I was perceived and I returned to the 
daydreams of my childhood where I could be anything I wanted to be. 
 
During that same run, I auditioned for Jasmine in Aladdin on Broadway. Shifting 
my own personal narrative from “I will contort myself ” to “I will bring all of myself ” 
changed the way I step into my confidence and artistry. I carry this with me every day 
as I play Jasmine on Broadway, honoring my ancestors from both sides of my lineage, 
and hopefully inspiring future generations to see and create a future world of theatre 
that is more inclusive, creative, and still truthful. 

TheatreWorks helped me rediscover what’s possible when artists are embraced for 
who they are, not just how they look. In a world that too often asks us to shrink, 
this theatre—your theatre—TheatreWorks—dares to expand and invites others 
to do the same. As the year comes to a close, I hope you’ll join me in supporting 
TheatreWorks so that more stories are told, more boundaries are broken, and 
more artists like me are given the chance to shine.

Will you make a tax-deductible Season of Giving gift by December 31?

With gratitude,
Sonya Balsara
Star of Disney’s Aladdin on Broadway


