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FROM PEOPLES THEATRE FOR REVOLUTION

TO POPULAR THEATRE FOR RECONSTRUCTION:

DIARY OF A ZIMBABWEAN WORKSHOP

Ross Kidd

International Popular Theatre Alliance
414 - 35 Charles Street West
Toronto M4Y 1R6, CANADA

In August 1983 Zimbabwe organized a three-week workshop

to orient their development cadres to the use of theatre as a

tool for conscientization and mobilization of the masses. It

turned out to be more than a training exercise - it also reveal-

ed the rich experience of people's theatre which activated,

politicized and raised the morale of peasants and freedom

fighters during the liberation struggle.

This is one account of that workshop - a detailed descript-

ion and critical analysis of the process followed by one of the

workshop groups. An introduction sets out the historical exper-

ience of theatre-for-development in Africa and people's theatre

during Zimbabwe's liberation war.

This publication is available from:

Badhuisweg 251

P.O. Box 90734

2509 LS TOe Hague

NETHERLANDS



TWO NEW PUBLICATIONS ON POPULAR CULTURE

TRADITION FOR DEVELOPMENT: INDIGENOUS STRUCTURES

AND FOLK MEDIA IN NCN-FORMAL EDUCATION

(edited by Ross Kidd and Nat Collecta)

This is the report on and papers from an international seminar organized by
the German Foundation for International Development and the International
Council for Adult Education, and held in Berlin, November 1980.

The bulk of the text are case studies on non-formal education and development
programmes that have adopted a 'cultural approach1; these include programmes
based on an indigenous structure (e.g. a traditional organization or an indig-
enous process of collective work) and programmes using the performing arts
as a communication tool or alternating as an educational process.

The report at the end of the text summarizes the debate between those at the
Seminar who viewed the 'indigenous culture1 approach as a means of revitalizing
conventional development work and those who were critical of the manipulative
tendencies of this approach and who advocated as an alternative a popular
culture controlled by popular organizations.

Order from: German Foundation for International Development,
Education and Science Division,
Hans-Bockler 5, 5300 Bonn 3,
Federal Republic of Germany

THE PERFORMING ARTS, NON-FORMAL EDUCATION, AND

SOCIAL CHANGE IN THE THIRD WORLD: A Bibliography

and Introductory Essay, by Ross Kidd

The bibliography includes 1,800 items on the use of the performing arts as a
medium for education and social action in the Third World. It is introduced by
a 'state of the art' review of the varying contexts in which the performing arts
are used (e.g. mass educational campaigns, local extension work, conscientization,
popular organizing, etc.) and Che methods adopted In each context.

The aim is to bring together in one volume a range of relatively fugitive material
(mainly from Third World sources) on this newly emerging field.

Order from: Centre for Study of Education in Developing Countries,
Postbus 90734, 2509 LS The Hague,
The Netherlands

March 1, 1982



Liberatlc i or domestica'/on
Popular theatre and non-formal education in Africa

Theatre can be an effective tool for non-formal
education-

al as entertainment it can engage and hold the
interest of large numbers of people, many of
whom have been alienated by traditional
approaches to adult education and develop-

b) as an omi medium in local languages it can
involve many people who are left out of de-
velopment activities because of their illiteracy
or lack of understanding of the official national
language (eg English or French or Portuguese);

c) as a means of cultural expression which every-
one in the community is capable of it can be
kept within the control and use of the local
people;

d) as a public or social activity it brings a commu-
nity together and creates the context for co-
operative thinking and action.

The need for a critique
In spite of its popularity—or perhaps because of it—it
is necessary to re-examine critically the use of theatre
in non-formal education. Folk media or theatre is
promoted as a more persuasive means than modern
media for putting across development messages. It is
'more culturally functional for performing educative
tasks'6. But whom are we persuading? About what
messages? And in whose interests?

Popular theatre must be seen as more than simply
a persuasive technique. By placing more emphasis on
the technique than on the social purposes for which it
is used, the sponsors suggest that popular theatre pro-
grammes can somehow be neutral. They abdicate
their responsibility to make value judgements on the
social and political context into which popular
theatre is to be introduced. Effectively, this means

ROSSKIDD
Ross Kidd is co-founder of the popular theatre movement in
Botswana. He is currently writing a doctoral dissertation on
theatre and non-formal education in the Third World at the
University of Toronto.

There is nosuch thingasa 'neutral'education process.
Education either functions as an instrument which is
used to facilitate the integration of generations into
the logic of the present system and bring about con-
formity to it or it becomes 'the practice of freedom',
the means by which men and women deal critically
and creatively with reality and discover how to parti-
cipate in the transformation of their world,

(Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 1972)

Theatre and non-formal education: the
concept
Theatre is currently attracting a lot of attention as a
vehicle for non-formal education in the Third World.
Unesco and IPPF are promoting its use as an indige-
nous medium in development communication pro-
jects, particularly in relation to family planning. This
interest is an outgrowth of uses of rural theatre in the
fundamental education campaigns of the 40's and
50's (for example in India 1, Ghana^, Jamaica^,
Mexico** and Indonesia^) and the search for ways of
supplementing the mass media which have been
shown to be incapable of effecting change on their
own without some intermediary process. 'Folk
theatre' or 'folk media' are seen as an interpersonal
communication channel, bridging the gap between
the individual learners and the modern impersonal
mass media.

( • >
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a) Whose side is the programme on-the elites or
the oppressed?

d) What is the educational method involved in the
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Theatre as a two-way pro ,:
Laedza Batanani
Over the last five years there has been an increas-
ing use of theatre as part of a two-way communi-
cation process in which performance is the catalyst
for discussion. The purpose is no longer simply to
put across information; it is to make people more
aware of their situation and committed to doing
something about it. People are encouraged to look
at their own problems, work out solutions, and
take action themselves. The media do not pres-
cribe the solutions; their job is to present the prob-
lems in a way which challenges people to take a
fresh look at them and try to do something about
them. The spectator is no longer a passive recipient
of government messages; he is provoked by the
performance and the educational programme to
respond in an active way.

One of the first experiments of this kind - Laedza
Batanani I® - was started by a group of adult edu-
cators and extension workers in northern Botswana
in 1974. It developed out of their frustrations with
their work, their feelings of inadequacy in dealing
with the severe problems faced by the rural poor -
poverty, unemployment, poor health, community
and family disintegration, etc. They realized that
they could make very little impact on agriculture or
health or community development without starting
to analyse the larger social forces controlling their
situation. They found it more and more difficult to
accept the elitist nature of their work - for example,
servicing the needs of wealthier farmers or exploit-
ing the labour of poor people in self-reliance projects
- and recognized that real solutions required the
mobilization and active participation of the whole
community. They felt isolated and largely ineffective
working on their own and saw the importance of
combining forces with extension workers from
other departments. Finally they started to see the
contradiction between their role at the bottom of
a hierarchical organization with its own messages
and services and their role as a servant of a local
community which had its own concerns and priori-

inputs, etc) which are necessary fc lem to take
advantage of the new information. The health of the
people is far more influenced by politics and power
groups, by distribution of land and wealth, than it is
by treatment or prevention of disease. The key
constraint to progressive social change is not lack of
skills and information about farming, nutrition,
family planning, health, etc. It is structural inequity:
inequity of wealth, of government service's, of educa-
tional and employment opportunities, of wages, of
power and of basic human rights. This inequity
undermines the capacity and confidence of the poor
to control their lives; it conditions them to accom-
modate themselves to the norms of the dominant
groups, rather than to struggle against them. As a
result the dominant groups assume an increasingly
paternalistic stand, under which the rural poor be-
come the politically voiceless recipients of the ideas
of the dominant classes and of further exploitation.

The programme is conceived primarily as a way of
putting across information in a one-way fashion about
topics chosen by central decision-makers rather than
as a way of engaging the villagers in authentic dialogue
about their own priority problems. Although on paper
post-performance discussion is an aspect of many
of these programmes, in practice this is given much
less attention. It occurs rarely and when it happens
it takes the form of a brief question-and-answer
session before the team rushes to its next perform-

The irony is that this type of theatre is pub-
licized as a bottom-up alternative to the mass media
and yet it is used just like the mass media with
centralized production of messages and limited
local participation and dialogue. The theatre forms
do 'humanize' technical messages by putting them
in the context of everyday family and community
life, but the imposition of centrally determined in-
formation and the lack of engagement in critical
analysis and collective action produce more passi-
vity and dependence and a feeling of technical
and cultural inferiority. Even though popular
theatre in this case has a progressive image, its effect
is one of social control and domestication.

Cartoon: Petra Rohr—Rouendaal
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Socio-drt mixed with discussion and collect-
ive action seemed to provide the beginnings of an
answer. At the least the drama dealt with the initial
problem of getting people to come to meetings.
Its liveliness attracted people and held their attention
and this made it possible for other things to happen.
It provided a means for expression of feelings and
analysis about major problems in the community.
It also produced a mirror of the community as the
focus for discussion and a stimulus to take a more
critical look at the situation.

This popular theatre programme has become an
annual festival, called Laedza Batanani. "Laedza"
means 'The sun is up. Wake-up - it's time to get
moving', "Batanani" means 'Let's come together
and work together'. The idea of Laedza Batanani,
then, is to provide an occasion where the community
is drawn together, is 'woken up' to their situation,
and discusses what might be done about it.

Each year all the community leaders and extens-
ion workers in the area come together in a workshop
to plan the festival and choose the issues. (In the
first five years of Laedza Batanani the issues have
included the destructive effect on community and
family life of migrant labour, cattle theft, health
problems, inflation and unemployment, exploitation
of women, agricultural production and nutrition).
Then a smaller group is selected to prepare a per-
formance of drama, puppetry, dances, and songs
and to take this on tour through the five major
villages in the area. After each performance the
actors and other local extension workers divide
the audience into groups and organize discussion
of the problems presented. In a report back session
the chairperson tries to get agreement on decisions
for action. Then it is up to the extension workers
to provide the organizational support and technical
information for any follow-up action.

The involvement of local performers • extension
workers and community leaders • ensures that there is
a better chance of discussion and follow-up. This is
not an outside group putting on a performance and
then leaving the community. The performers live in
the area, understand and identify with the issues,
and therefore take an interest in stimulating and
supporting positive results from the festival.

The community workshop which is used to plan
the festival has two important effects, l i provides a
clear mandate from the community on the priority
problems they want to focus their energy on during
the festival and for the balance of the year. This in
turn produces a common focus for the various
extension agencies as the basis for joint action - a
major step forward in the co-ordination and inte-
gration of extension work in the area.

Results of the Botswana programme
On the basis of Laedza Batanani's success, other
groups of development workers in Botswana have
started to experiment with this approach. Popular
theatre has been used in developing group solidarity
among cattle-workers and other groups (eg the
Basarwa); as Freirian discussion 'codes' acted out by
members of literacy groups; as catalysts for small
group discussion in community health workshops
and agricultural campaigns. The approach has re-
mained decentralized with each village, district, or
town extension team deciding how popular theatre
might be used in its work. The national network of
groups is serviced by the University's Institute of

Part of a drama about VD, a problem intensified in Botswana by the system under
which man work in South Africa away from their families for long periods

Laedza Batanani: in this scene a family is debating the real causes of malnutrition
(Photo: Martin Byram)
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What are the weakness Increasiog critical
social coosciousoess oo its owi. cao have little effect
if no action results. A popular theatre programme
works wheo there is an organization which can take
the momeotum - the motivation and heightened
awareness • created by the drama and build on it.
In Botswana's popular theatre programme the organi-
zational strategy for moving people to action has been
unclear. Most community organizations are weak
and only represent elite interests in the community.
Organizatioos with a more popular base need to be
developed to provide the leadership for organiziog
both the popular theatre programme aod follow-up
action. At present the programme is built around
the involvement of government extension workers as
actar-animateurs. These workers are becoming
more committed to progressive social change but
they are still influenced by traditional development
issues • those concerned with modifying the deficien-
cies of the poor - and are constraioed from getting
too deeply involved io seositive political issues.
The organizatiooal base now needs to be broadened.

Chikwakwa Theatre and Was on Manoma
Following on the success of the Makerere Travelling
Theatre in 1966, each of the university theatre
departments in Uganda, Kenya, Tanzaoia, Zambia
and Malawi set up annual tours by their drama
students through the rural areas as a challenge to the
elitist urban theatre dominated by expatriates and as
a way of animating critical awareness, communication,
and cultural activity among the rural poor. Chik-
wakwa Theatre in Zambia was the most closely
identified with adult education and development.
From the beginning it was a collaborative effort by
the adult education aod theatre departments of the
University of Zambia. Initially it involved a tour by
the students ooly, but sooo local workshops were
added so that theatre skills and activity could be
decentralized. The plays preseoted such problems as
the new role of women in modern society, conflicts
between upper and lower classes, the need for self-
reliance and organization of the people, conflicts
between urban and rural values. During its last three
years it has started to relate its work more closely
to local development projects, such as co-operatives,
blood donation campaigns, agricultural projects,
etc., and to discuss the themes of the plays with
the audiences after the performance.

Michael Etherton, the founder of Chikwakwa
Theatre, was instrumental in developing Wason
Manoma (Plays for Farmers) when he moved to
Ahmadu Bello University in Zaria, Nigeria. This
represented one of the first occasions when theatre
people have used their art to generate critical re-
flection and community action around the problems
of specific communities. In its first year (1977)
Wason Manoma focussed its atteotioo oo the national
food productioo campaign, 'Operatioo Feed the
Natioo'. As in Laedza Batanani the group started by
holding informal discussions with farmers in order to
'establish first the farmers' own view of OFN so that
the plays themselves start from the peasants' per-
spectives and the de facto situation vis-a-vis OFN in
the area:'3 This research identified instances of local
officials and traders selling fertilizer above the con-
trolled price and discrimination against poorer
farmers:

The students explained that they were not
bringing fertilizer but plays about fertilizer.
The farmers replied that they would prefer

Adult Education which provides train ind organizes
exchanges of experience among the %. oups through
publications, workshops, etc.1 '

What is the overall effect of the popular theatre
programme in Botswana? The programme is becom-
ing increasingly committed to liberation. In the
beginning it was uncritical about its allegiances and
the nature of class divisions. The issue of social
class tended to be mystified by the concept of
community control. In practice a good deal of the
earlier effort represented the interests of a wealthier,
cattle-owning section of the community who take
most of the leadership positions in community
life. This explaios why a dominaot class issue such
as cattle theft was acceptable in the first year as a
major focus for the popular theatre programme. 1 -
However, since then issues have been more care-
fully selected to represent the cooceros of the
rural poor and a much clearer critical perspective has
been applied.

lo this case critical analysis involves lookiog
beneath the apparent causes for the real constraints
that cooditioo the life of the poor. For example,
the agricultural slogan 'Plough early' has been ex-
amined in terms of the interests it is meant to serve.
In the case of poor families who have no livestock
this slogan victimizes them, makes them feel inade-
quate in a situation where they need to work for
richer cattle-owners for a few months in order to
borrow oxen and by then it is too late to get the
full advantage of the rains. Nutrition needs to be
understood not only as a matter of eating a balanced
diet, but also in relation to production and to the
social implications of the mode of production - low
rural wages, structural dependence on jobs in South
Africa, etc.

The critical perspective in the drama challenges
people to evaluate the forces conditioning their
lives and to respond in an active way. It has led
people to question openly the practices of specific
individuals and institutions • eg theft by the treasurer
of a village development committee, indecision by
government regarding assistance to a flooded village,
corruption by a headman who had been imposed on
a minority tribal group, exploitation of cattle-workers
etc. Poorer villagers, women and others who had
been unable to express their opinions in village
meetings have started to become more vocal about
various forms of oppression • eg bad treatment by
clinic staff, the heavy workload of women, and so

The educational method used is problem-posing
discussion, rather than 'banking' or indoctrination.
Instead of imposing packaged solutions in a direct
and mechaoical way, the organizers present the
problems as viewed by local people and engage the
audience in looking for solutions themselves. The
programme does not end with performance - the
performance is really only the begtnoing for a major
programme of commuoity discussioo and collective

There is an attempt to involve local people in
defining the issues and goals of the programme. In
Laedza Batanani this takes the form of a community
workshop in which extension workers talk with com-
munity leaders about the major concerns of the
community. In other programmes it involves informal
interviews with groups of men and women in different
parts of the community (eg at the well, clinic, she-
beens, individual homes) to discover the real con-
cerns of the people.
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A Performance of Wason Maooms outside , village school
in Northern Nigena (Photo: Michael Etherton,
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Theatre is a powerful ci st, but on its own it
cannot achieve significant social change. It must be
integrated with the organizational capacity for action.
Otherwise it will never be anything more than an
interesting and exciting spectacle. Linking theatre
with popular organizations and developing the
necessary organizational skills is perhaps the hardest
task but it should be given priority attention. Control
of the organizations must be put firmly into the
hands of the peasants and workers.

With a clearer commitment and strategy popular
theatre is anything but a palliative for the deprived
groups of Africa. It comes to bring not an opiate for
the oppressed, but struggle for equality and liberation.

worked with them in producing a , , around some
of the themes they had discussed. Ngugi and their
literacy teacher wrote a play Ngaahika Ndentia and
the script was discussed and amended in discussions
with the literacy groups. For several months public
rehearsals were held in which the whole community
participated, taking various roles (there were over 150
parts), working out the songs and dances, improving
the performance through collective Criticism, and
discussing the meaning of the play for their own
lives. They built an open-air theatre using local
materials and seating over 2,000 people. The play was
staged every weekend for two months and attracted
over 30,000 people from all over Kenya.

Ngaahika Ndenda demonstrates that 'when the
people themselves participate as actors in their own
development and in their own folk culture express-
ions, tension lessens between the manipulative
possibilities of development'. It is authentic people's
theatre, growing out of a popular organization that
is controlled and managed by the community. They
plan, organize, and run every aspect of it. Organi-
zational skills are developed and participation maxi-
mized through work on a number of committees
dealing with education, culture, production, etc. This
programme demonstrates clearly that the village
community has the ability to make its own decisions
and run its own organizations effectively.

Participation in the programme is high because
it speaks to the concerns and hopes of the peasants
and villagers, heightens their understanding of the
structural factors responsible for their condition,
and demonstrates their capacity to change that con-
dition through collective efforts. The perspective they
have developed is a critical one, not a mystified one.
Their analysis of social inequality and dependence
exposes the root causes of poverty, landlessness,
unemployment, illiteracy, etc. The play reflects the
class divisions in society; conflict is not between
individuals, but between social classes which are
represented by characters in the play.

Conclusion
Experience in Africa has shown that popular theatre
can play a progressive role in non-formal education,
expanding participation and providing a mirror for
critical analysis and a catalyst for discussion and
action. However, its 'policies, programmes, and
projects must be analysed in terms of who benefits,
how, when, where, and why. To avoid doing so will
not free [theatre in non-formal education] from
political constraints but simply make it doomed to
irrelevance, open to co-optation or ripe for repress-

As a tool for persuading people about develop-
ment information it is largely ineffective. Putting
across information cannot achieve social change
when the structural and institutional context in
which the receiver exists is opposed to his develop-
ment. And, as Freire has shown, the 'banking' con-
cept of one-way communication is bankrupt.

In order to avoid being marginal, co-opted, or
reactionary, popular theatre workers must make a
deliberate commitment to reverse the social, econo-
mic, political, and cultural oppression of the poor.
Theatre workers and adult educators must engage
themselves in the struggle of the oppressed, using
theatre as an aid in articulating their concerns and
demands; in clarifying the nature of poverty; and in
working out organizational strategies for challenging
those forces which create or reinforce poverty.
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FROM OUTSIDE IN
TO INSIDE OUT:

'The-

fhe*fo

DIDACTIC THEATRE
In this important article ROSS KIDD, of the International
Council for Adult Education in Toronto, describes the
Benue State Workshop which represented a new in-
itiative in community development by the drama collec-
tive of Ahmadu Bello University.

earlier workshops in Africa. The first
was in Botswana in 1978 and represented
the culmination of four years of ex-
perimental work in theatre for develop-
ment. It was organized to pass the
experience and skills gained from the
experimental work on to development
workers from other regions in the
country. Participants were invited from
the three major extension agencies:
agriculture, health and community dev-
elopment.

The basic principle of the 'theatre-
for-development' workshops was estab-
lished at this first workshop. It argued
that 'theatre-f or-d evelo pment' is a pro-
cess and the best way to learn the
process is to go through it. Participants
learned the skills (village research, pro-
blem analysis, drama-making, theatre
skills, performance organization, dis-
cussion leadership, and evaluation)
not in isolation from but in relation to
a practical, 'operational' context ie
carrying out a small, community-based
'theatre-for-development' project.

This was not an academic forum
happening in a vacuum sanitized and
screened from the reality of social
problems. It w»s meant to be an engaged
experience in which skills were learned
and ideas shared in dealing with real
problems. It was not an exercise in
swapping methods or talking about
problems in the abstract. The work-
shop started with and worked with

The history of didactic theatre in Africa
has largely been one of various exper-
iments in 'development communication'
theatre - attempts by extension workers,
and in some cases, theatre workers,
to put across development messages to
villagers through theatre. While the
more recent experiments have shown a
genuine desire to break out of the
extension work or development com-
munication framework and adopt a
Freirian methodology, the practice
has failed to live up to these ambitions.

The theatre projects have remained
outside-in or theatre for the people -
plays initiated and organized essentially
by outsiders putting across narrowly
circumscribed messages and analysis
with a minimum of villager participation
in the process. The performances have
drawn large audiences and raised village
problems in a lively and entertaining
way but it would be a misrepresentation
to say they stimulated a process of
critical thinking or created sufficient
momentum for an organized and
collective response to the problems.

A recent workshop in Benue State,

Nigeria, has demonstrated a more
positive direction for this work. While
it was limited by its own time-constraints,
it did show that

— drama can be produced in a way
which involves the villagers in the
drama-making process

— the drama-making process can be-
come a process of conscientization
- of unveiling deeper and deeper
layers of reality of examining the
implications of various courses of

— the development workers them-
selves can be 'conscientized' through
this process, losing some of their
technocratic blinkers and devel-
opmentalist assumptions

— the organizational and social action
implications of this work can be
more clearly defined through this
process.

Antecedents
The Benue State Workshop was not the
first workshop of this kind. It has its
antecedents and was influenced by
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the concrete problems of those . .he
environment in which the workshop
was taking place.

A number of working groups or teams
were established, each with an ex-
perienced resource person. Each team
spent a day in its assigned village inter-
viewing villagers. Then each team re-
turned to the workshop centre and
spent the next 3-4 days analysing the
information collected and developing
a play on the major problems identified.
On the second last day of the workshop
each team returned to its village to
perform the play and organize discussion
of the issues. On the final day partici-
pants evaluated the process and dis-
cussed the potential implications of their
future work.

This workshop was successful within
its own terms: the extension workers
learned the skills and the process and
became sufficiently enthusiastic to
begin to use drama and the theatre-
for-development' process in their regular
work. As a result of this event and
further workshops, theatre-for-develop-
ment has spread to all the towns and
districts in Botswana. It has also attracted
interest in other African countries -
such as Ghana, Nigeria, Sierra Leone,
Swaziland, Malawi, Tanzania, and
Zambia - in which workshops using the
same basic principle have been run.

Weaknesses
While interest and experience in popular
theatre has spread, the workshop
process as a whole has remained static
and has not overcome some of its
fundamental weaknesses which can be
summarized as follows.

- The villagers are not involved in the
process of analysing the information,
scripting the dramas, and performing
the plays. The extension workers
collect the villagers' information and
then retreat from the villages to
analyse the data and work out a
performance on their own. This
lack of participation severely limits
the analysis of the issues and dis-
engages the villager; from the crucial
aspects of the process so they have
limited commitment to it.

- Without the villagers' involvement
in the analysis and drama-making
process, the extension workers are
forced to fall back on their own
stereotyped thinking and analysis,
which often reduces complex social
problems to a matter of villagers'
ignorance, apathy, or bad habits.

- While the day of village research
is meant to open up field workers'
eyes, to challenge their assumption,
to force them to listen to the villagers,
often it serves to reinforce their
prejudices and without a continuing
engagement with the villagers and the
village reality, there isliitle room for

challenging these prejudices.
- The discussion at the end of the

performance is too brief to get
anything more than a superficial
analysis of the problem, let alone
strategies for action. It is more
of a ritual tacked on at the end of
the performance than a key aspect
in the process. After passively
watching the play, the villagers are
suddenly expected to discuss the
problems and take action.

In summary the workshop process
remains a top-down activity controlled
by extension workers with only token
participation from the villagers.

A new direction
A breakthrough, however, has been made
in northern Nigeria by the drama
collective at Ahmadu Bello University
(ABU). Starting with a more critical
perspective and influenced by the Latin
American popular theatre experiments
of Augusto Boal they have restructured
the popular theatre process. They have
shown that the villagers can become the
acton and drama the medium through
which the villagers analyse their situ-
ation, the possibilities for action, and
the implications of each course of

For example in examining the appro-
priation of their land by outside agencies
the farmers on one workshop role-
played various ways they could question
and resist these practices. After each
rehearsal the farmers analysed their
"action' - its limitations and potential
obstacles - and then redramatized a
fresh course of action. This clarified
for them, for example, the importance
of working collectively in making
demands on the bureaucrats; if they
sent individual respresentatives, they
would be bought off.

Acting out the situation brings out
in a natural way some of the underlying
contradictions, motivations, or ration-
alizations which help to explain the
problem or the reason why it remains
unsolved. The subsequent discussion
draws out these underlying structures
and contradictions and makes them
clearer. Further dramatization makes
the analysis concrete and at the same
time throws up new perspectives which
are then discussed.

Another genuine breakthrough has
been in Kenya where a popular com-
munity movement has developed its
own theatre as a form of popular edu-
cation and popular protest against the
land grab, exploitative labour policies*
and other major issues in rural Kenya.

The Benue State Workshop
The Benue State Workshop represented
a new initiative by the ABU group in a
new area. They had been invited to run
the workshop by the Benue State Arts

Council who had been impressed by the
ABU work. The policy of the Arts
Council seemed progressive: the Council
has resisted the practice of using up all
its funds on a few prestigious performing
groups and was actively supporting
village-organized cultural activities. So
the ABU team decided to help.

At the same time they had no
expectations of making great gains or
even achieving the radical cutting edge
of the ABU workshops. The potential
participants were to be middle class
bureaucrats and theatre workers. The
main question was: could the process
also work with this group of people?
Would they accept the process and be
open to challenges to their thinking
and attitudes?

The process seemed rocky at the
start. Half of the participants turned
out to be Arts Council employees (far
more than expected), many of the
experienced theatre workers seemed
bored and none of the development
workers came from the frontline' rural
development agencies, ie agriculture,
co-ops, community development, health.
(The non-Arts Council participants were
drawn from the Social Welfare depart-
ment, formal education, the media,
etc, none of which have continuing
direct contact with the villages).

And we - the outside 'guest' organ-
izers - made a tactical mistake. We
agreed to accept the invitation to stay in
the air-conditioned state guest house
(tempted by the nearby bar) rather than
with the rest of the participants in
spartan conditions at the Agricultural
College. This not only contradicted
some of the democratic anti-hierarchical
values we were trying to build into
the work but it also slowed down the
process of getting to know the trainees.
(It also left us stranded for transport -
so we often missed breakfast.)

The first two days warmed people
up and introduced the skills of drama
and dance. These sessions worked well
but there was still a mood of 'wait and
see'. The real discovery during this
period came from the all-night Kwagh-
hir competition organized to coincide
with the first two days of the workshop.
It demonstrated the tremendous love the
Tiv have for Kwagh-hir (a unique form
of indigenous puppetry started in the
60s as an outlet for protest against
political victimization); the high level
of cultural organization already in the
villages (each Kwagh-hir troupe consists
of a large choir, several dancers, a few
men to light the performance with
burning grass, and a number of pup-
peteers); and the democratic spirit
characteristic of Tivland.

People in the standing-room-only
area gave short shrift to the opening
speech by a dignitary .fought and pushed
back with good humour when they were
harassed by whip-wielding policemen,
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and poked fun at a rich businessman who
arrived late in the proceedings and tried
to get the crowd to move out of his way
so that he and his retinue could have a
favoured position in the stadium.

Village research: the process begins
The process really got started on the
third day when we went to the villages.
We had briefed the participants the
evening before — dividing into three
working groups and going over the
whole workshop process and the role
within it of village research. With
respect to the day of research we
emphasized the importance of

- establishing a relationship in which
real dialogue could take- place;

- using follow-up, probing questions
to get at some of the underlying
factors involved in each problem;

- interviewing a cross-section of the
village - older and younger people,
men and women, richer and poorer
farmers, village leaders and ordinary
villagers (in order to understand the
different perspectives of the different
age groups, sexes, social classes);

- looking for ways of engaging the
villagers in analysing the problems
themselves (ie conducting the 're-
search' as a form of open-ended
dialogue on the problems rather
than on a narrowly structured
interrogation);

- trying to be aware of and self-
critical about our own behaviour as
outsiders in the village.

Three villages had been selected
- one a peri-urban settlement on the
outskirts of Cboko and two others
much further out from the town.

All of them had a primary school,
a market, and one or two shops. Only
one of them had a clinic, and two were
faced with a severe water shortage. The
peri-urban settlement was being over-
taken by urban development, with
government buying up much of the land
(and compensating some but not all of
the villagers). Maize, rice and yams
were the chief crops, cultivated for
subsistence and the market; the villagers
also sold a lot of firewood. A large
proportion of the labour force worked
in the nearby town of Gboko.

Our team went to Igyura - a small
village 8 miles outside Gboko. We knew
beforehand that it was 'a family village* -
a settlement of people all related to the
original settler - so we expected it to
be well-knit in organizational terms. We
also knew that it was highly developed
in terms of cultural organization: it had
won first prize in the K.wagh-hir com-
petition held a few days before our visit.
The organizer who had selected Igyura as
one of the workshop villages had been
particularly impressed by the market
area - a clearing in the middle of the
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village marked out by huge stately trees.
The market was easily accessible for
everyone in the village and offered a cool
quiet place for the discussions and
dramatization.

Meeting the Headman and Village Elders
The villagers were told beforehand that
we were coming. When we arrived we
went to see the headman. He was
resting at home, recovering from a
recent illness, and was surrounded
by a group of older men who had been
waiting for us.

We asked the headman to start the
discussion about problems in the village.
He had no hesitation - his major
preoccupation was the desertion of his
wives and he pointed to a circle of
eight wives' huts - all empty - to
emphasize his point. The other men
said this was a general problem. It had
all started with the civil war when many
wives ran off to join the soldiers whose
barracks was at the time only half a mile
from the village.

The current 'enemy', according to
the villagers, was the Gboko Cement
Factory. Their wives went to town,
saying they were going to the market
or catechism classes, and never returned
- they 'worked the night shift' in the
bars near the cement factory, especially
around pay day. (Later, when the
villagers got to know us better, they also
blamed the civil servants in Gboko for
stealing their spouses.)

The village men felt powerless to
stop the desertion and bitterly resented
the new laws protecting women from
beating; they felt the laws prevented
them from 'con trolling' their wives. When
questioned whether their treatment of
their wives might have affected the
situation, they replied that many women
were running away from the hard work

on the farms (to find easier work in
the towns); and they had 'traditionally'
beaten their wives as a form of control
- they didn't understand why this was
now being challenged.

When we felt we had exhausted
discussion on the 'wife desertion'
problem, we asked them to talk about
other problems. They immediately
raised the issue of fertilizer. They
described how co-op representatives
went day after day to the government
fertilizer store in Gboko but came
back empty-handed. The traders, on
the other hand, always managed to get
the fertilizer, through bribery, and
brought it to the villages where they
sold it at four times the government-
established price. The villages were
forced to buy from the traders -
their soil was so impoverished and they
had no other choice. When we asked
them why they didn't resort to bribery
too, a co-op leader replied: 'The money
was not given to us to bnbe people,
only to buy fertilizer'.

The same man went on to describe
how he had been in the government
store one day when a trader was issued
a large number of bags of fertilizer.
When it came to his turn, he was told
that there were no more bags. This
infuriated him and he protested loudly.
The storekeeper, fearing that the
agricultural officer (his supervisor) might
overhear the argument, gave him a few
bags to keep him quiet. The man knew
that the bags were totally insufficient
for the needs of the co-op members
but he didn't press the case, worried
that he would be 'marked' by the
storekeeper and victimized in the

The fertilizer issue was the main
issue facing the Igyura co-op. They had
taken the problem to the area co-op

The women gained a victory m being allowed to discuss their interpretation of this
scene (Photo: courtesy K.P. Epskamp)



union whose member coops wv_ all
experiencing the same problem. The
chairman of the co-op union took the
matter to Makurdi (the district capital)
where he obtained on their behalf
several bags from the Makurdi fertilizer
store. But this was only a temporary
solution - the co-op still faced the same
problem with the Gboko fertilizer store
and many members were losing interest
in the co-op.

A number of other problems were
revealed in the first discussion — eg the
lack of health facilities (villagers had
to go ten miles into town for medical
treatment and the clinics were often
short of drugs) and the shortage of
water (many of the village wells had
dried up and it was a two mile walk to
the nearest stream). It was decided in
later discussions, however, to con-
centrate on the 'wife desertion and
fertilizer issues. During this initial
meeting the whole team took part in
the questioning and note-taking.

Interviewing the villagers
After the meeting with the headman
and elders, the team broke into pre-
arranged pairs (one Tiv speaker in each
pair) and each pair went off in a dif-
ferent direction to meet with and
interview families, informal groups,
and individuals in various parts of the

village. The villagers were very open
about expressing their views and, in
most cases, frank conversations devel-
oped. These additional interviews served
to reinforce and extend what had been
learned in the initial large group meeting.
It also added some fresh perspectives,
particularly those of women:

- there is an interest in the 'easier'
life of the town - yet many women
abandon their husbands primarily
because of ill-treatment (the hard
work, inadequate provision of cloth-
ing, and the beatings);

- many women are married off at an
early age when they have no choice
in the matter - when they are older
and have a more independent spirit
they run off to town for a new life;

- the soU is becoming increasingly
infertile, production is declining, and
because less labour is available people
are switching from yam production
to less labour-intensive rice culti-
vation; women are blamed when the
harvest is low;

- fertilizer arrives late in the village and
as a result doesn't receive enough
rainfall in order to dissolve on the
plants; often one type of fertilizer is
used interchangably for rice and yams
(when the correct fertilizer is un-
available);

- agricultural extension staff rarely
come to the village - farmers are
expected to go to the agricultural
office for advice.

Assessing our progress
At the end of the first day we seemed
to have covered a lot of ground. We had
established a good relationship with the
villagers. (They invited us to attend a
victory-celebration performance by their
Kwagh-hir troupe the following evening).
We had identified two major problems
and had started a process of analysing
them. In retrospect, however, we had
only just started to understand the
underlying factors, let alone the various
options for action.

If we had stopped the data-gathering
and analysis process at that stage and
worked on our own to develop the
drama (the approach of the Botswana
workshop) we would have left out some
important basic data and analysis; as
for solutions we would have had no
sense of what would work and what was
within the organizational capacity of
the villagers. In addition the villagers
would have been left out of the analysis
process. They would have simply been
hauled in at the end as a passive audi-
ence for our interpretation of their

In terms of our own learning we
would not have been able to overcome
some of the conventional thinking
among members of our own group. In
our discussions at that point some
people were still saying that the real
problem was the villagers' laziness or
ignorance or backwardness or apathy.
Few, for example, were willing at that
point to look at the issues in terms of
labour shortage, gender relations, or
other power relations. All of these
assumptions were challenged when we
returned to the villages.

Starting the drama-making process
On our second visit to Igyura (two
days later) we didn't go naked: we
took along a first rough attempt at a
drama — a few improvised scenes thrown
together in a two-hour session the day
before our visit (New Year's Day!). We
wanted to project back to the villagers
what we had learned about their pro-
blems and we wanted a vehicle to draw
out further analysis by the villagers
and to get them involved in the process
of making and performing the drama.
In retrospect we could have developed
even this first-stage drama with the
villagers, but at the time we were all
new to the process and wanted to have
a bit of structure to get the process
rolling. Figure 1 shows the first scenes
we produced.

When we arrived we established a
large meeting circle in the market area
and soon were joined by about 40 men.
(The women were busy in the fields!)
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FERTILIZER PROBLEM

1. Government Store
Village co-op leader attempts to get fertilizer, but is kept waiting. Trader
arrives and makes a deal with government storekeeper. Co-op leader discovers
the bribery and protests. Co-op leader leaves without fertilizer.

2. Village Market
Trader arrives and starts selling fertilizer at N8 a bag (four times the goverment
rate). A few farmers buy, grumbling about the price. Co-op leader quarrels
with the trader.

3. Village Co-op Meeting
Co-op leader calls a meeting to discuss the difficulties of getting fertilizer.
What to do?

WIFE DESERTION

4. Family Scene in the Village
Husband (Co-op leader) talking with neighbour about fertilizer problem.
Wife returns from fields tired and complains about lack of fertilizer. Quarrel.
Husband threatens to beat wife. She itms off and starts cooking. Neighbour
advises him not to beat wife.

A women who had previously lived in the village comes for a visit, shows off
new clothes, and convinces wife to leave husband and join her for a life of
prostitution in town.

Wife packs and hides her suitcase near the main road and tells her husband ,
she is going to town for catechism classes,

5. Bar Scene in Town
Wife and girlfriend serving drinks in a bar. Quarrel between 2 men and a

Figure I The First Improvised Scenes



We performed the first three fertilizer
scenes and encouraged the villagers to
join in the action. Each scene required
villager participation: our own team
members played the bureaucrats but
all the other roles were assigned to the
villagers. They took up their roles
easily and added much more depth
to the discussion of the issues in the

For example in the village co-op
meeting scene one of the villagers
spontaneously raised the issue of
bribing the government store official
(as a possible strategy) and another
expressed his disgruntlement with the
co-op and demanded his membership
fee back - both proposals were de-
feated in the dramatized meeting but
these issues were incorporated into
the storyline. Another village in this
meeting accused the co-op representative
of 'chopping' (misappropriating) the
members' money - this issue as well
was added to the drama.

At the end of the fertilizer scenes we
stopped and asked for their reaction.
One man said that we had not shown
how people wait for days in the queue
outside the government store. So we
replayed the government store scene
under his direction: creating a huge
line-up (made up of the villagers), lots
of shoving and jockeying for positiion
within the line, the storekeeper ignoring
people in the line and keeping everyone
waiting, the trader being challenged by
the farmers when he tried to jump their
queue, the whole line bursting into the
storekeepers' office when they overheard
the trader bribing the storekeeper, and
the storekeeper and agricultural officer
eventually driving the farmers out of
the store.

The villagers then said that we had
shown the problem clearly enough -
so we asked them what might be done
to solve the problem. There was a long
discussion about which government
department to turn to - finally they
settled on the agricultural office at
Makurdi. When we asked who should
go, they immediately proposed a
delegation. They said they couldn't
rely on one person - he would be
too weak to deal with the government
officials or might be bribed himself.
So we developed a new scene showing
the farmers' trip to the Chief Agri-
cultural Officer (CAO) in Makurdi.

At their suggestion we created a
role of an obstructive secretary in the
CAO's office in order to bring out the
experience of dealing with bureaucracy
- she ignored the farmers for a while,
insulted them and finally told them
the CAO was out. They kept saying
'All we want is fertilizer' and eventually
pushed past her into the inner office
where they confronted the CAO. Their
simple but firm insistence - 'We're
not telling you how to do your job.

The villagers acted out alternative solutions to their difficulty in obtaining fertilizer
{Photo: courtesy K.P. Epskamp)

the relationship between Igyura and the
neighbouring town (Gboko) - the
exodus of young people to work in
factories like the Cement Factory
and the resulting loss of labour in
the village; the effect on village pro-
duction; the loss of child labour due
to the introduction of Universal Pri-
mary Education; desertion of their
wives for better economic prospects
and more freedom in town; the low
prices for firewood and crops; the
interest by government in taking over
some of their land to set up a game
reserve (which they had successfully
resisted), etc. However we failed to get
the men to look at male-female relations
in the village as having an effect on the
women's decision to run away.

There was little response to this line
of questioning and with only one Tiv-
speaking woman in the group, which by
that stage had grown to about 80 men,
there seemed little movement in this
more positive direction. Everyone -
members of our team and the male
villagers - insisted that a final melo-
dramatic scene be added showing the
wife returning to the village for a visit
and finding her child very sick. The
wife accuses the husband of mistreating
her child and this prompts an angry
response from the husband about her
'loose behaviour', thus reinforcing the
moralistic approach to the issue.

This final scene did however leave
scope for exposing the exploitative
market relations: the same trader,
who had earlier sold the fertilizer at
high prices, came to buy yams from the

All we want is fertilizer. Government
promised us fertilizer over the radio',
— seemed to undercut all his arguments.
He gave in and wrote them a letter
instructing the Gboko store to issue
them with fertilizer.

At this point the villagers insisted
on continuing the process, showing
their triumphant return to the Gboko
store to get their fertilizer. We per-
formed it but in the discussion after-
wards we agreed that this scene should
show a mixed result - the government
store officials would be incensed by
the farmers going to their supervisors
and while following the instructions
in the CAO's letter, would be more
difficult and unhelpful in the future.
In short the problem still remained
unsolved. We decided to leave it at
that stage and switched to the other
problems.

Scape-goating the women
We then performed our wife-desertion
sketch. The villagers' reaction was
ecstatic;

It is exactly what is happening in this
village. We want our wives to see the
drama. Once they see it, they'll
stop running away from us.

They repeated their points about the
enticement of the soldiers and the
Cement Factory workers and their
resentment at being prevented from
beating their wives as a form of pre-
ventative action.

We then got into a good discussion on

media in education and development March 1983



villagers - the father of the sick child
was forced by circumstances to sell the
yams at very low prices.

At this stage we broke for lunch.
Many villagers decided to remain with
us, waiting for the afternoon session tc
begin. A few team members showed
amazing insensitivity - opening up
their packed lunch and starting to
gobble up the food, completely in-
different to the villagers sitting with
U6. Two team members made up foi
this lapse, taking the food and dis-
tributing it to everyone present.

The villagers take over
After lunch we started as agreed to
work on the songs. The villagers turned
the tables on us and took over the
session. The village choir appeared and
sang six songs, two of which we decided
to use in the play. One of the songs, all
of which were written by the villagers,
was a politically astute song of piotest.
It starts by praising the ruling political
party - for the roads, electricity,
hospitals, and other things — but then
goes on to say that there are no medi-
cines in the hospitals because many of
the government-purchased drugs are
disappearing and being sold on the
black market. The song ends with a
proverb underlining the censure: TVhen
the maize is harvested and ready for
eating, those who have done the work
are left out'.

When we questioned them about this
song the villagers claimed that it had
spread all over the area, had been
broadcast over the radio, and had
embarrassed government into putting
special labels on the medicines sc they
couldn't be stolen. We discussed how
this type of song might be used to get
some action on the fertilizer issue -
but this idea was never followed up.

When the songs finished, the concert
didn't end. A range of musical instru-
ments appeared — including an 8-foot
long 'trumpet' — and the village orchestra
swung into a number of tunes. A
dancing group joined in and the whole
performance continued for aboul two
hours. This spontaneous and varied
performance for our benefit was another
indication of the high level of cultural
organization in the village — a good
base for our own experiment.

Deepening our own analysis
The following day was market day in
lgyura so we gave the villagers a break
and spent the time on our own trying
to deepen our own understanding of
the issues. We concentrated on the
relationships between lgyura and the
nearby town Gboku, Foi many of
us it was becoming increasingly clear
that lgyura's main problems were not
of its own making. Gboko lured away
lgyura's labour force (through the
incentives offered by government devel-

opment policies which tended to favour
town-dwellers) yet depended on lgyura
and other villages to produce the food
and firewood needed in Gboko.

Igyura's 'underdevelopment' there-
fore was not because of its isolation and
'backwardness' in relation to Gboko but
because of its relationship to Gboko,
its integration into the system. The
economic system controlled by certain
classes in Gboko seriously affected the
economic possibilities of those in

Continuing drama-making
and analysis
We then returned to the village to see
how the play and the analysis could be
taken further. This day went extremely
well. The two groups - our team and
the villagers - by this time were used
to each other and everyone was familiar
with the dramatization-analysis process.
We started with the fertilizer scenes,
again involving the villagers as actors.
In the subsequent discussion the villagers
talked about how their fertilizer problem
was destroying people's interest in the
co-op. Many villagers were dropping
their membership and less than half
of the villagers remained as members
of the co-op. We decided to explore
this further. We re-enacted the village
meeting scene, drawing on the dis-
cussion betweeen those who were fed
up with the co-op's failure to get the
fertilizer and those who continued
to support the co-op.

This opened up a wide-ranging
discussion on the co-op movement.
The villagers complained they never
saw the government co-operative of-
ficers, in probing a bit further we
discovered that there are two govern-
ment departments involved - the
agriculture department (which issues
the fertilizer) and the co-operative
department - and that they belong
to different Ministries.

One of our team members brought
out the contradiction in government
practice: the co-op department is
trying to build up the co-operative
movement in order to protect the
farmers against the traders, while the
agriculture department is furthering
the interests of the traders and sab-
otaging the farmers1 efforts. This was
reinforced with an image of a man
putting an umbrella over a farmer
while another is hammering holes in
the umbrella.

After a long discussion we agreed
that we couldn't go much further
without getting more information. Sev-
eral team members volunteered to visit
tlio co-op department the following day.

The discussion then moved to talk
about possibilities for action. Someone
suggested referring the fertilizer problem
to the local MP, but this was rejected on
grounds that the MP would only deal

with the issue if it was around election
time; others added that the MPs often
represented the interests of the traders.
People insisted on staying with the
existing scenario - ie going in a group
to the government offices and making
their demands directly to the officials.
They felt that their demand - "We've
been promised fertilizer at N2 a bag
over the radio. Where is it?' - could
not be denied.

One person suggested they might
meet with the co-ops from other vil-
lages in the area to talk about the
problem. There was also some dis-
cussion initiated by us, on how their
cultural activities — eg song, puppetry
performances — could be used to
expose injustice as in their protest
song about the drug shortage in the
hospitals.

The women get their chance
Then we performed the wife desertion'
scenes. In this discussion the villagers
admitted that the problem of urban
drift was not just a women's issue -
both men and women were deserting
the village for better economic prospects
in town. We discussed how this affected
farming - the shortage of labour, the
shift from yam to rice production, the
increasing pressure on women, etc. The
discussion got translated into the
dialogue of some of the action of the

The village men, however, continued
to request that we show the 'wife
desertion' sketch to their wives, when
they returned from the fields, as a form
of moral corrective. We agreed but called
their bluff by insisting that the women
be given the chance to meet among
themselves after the performance, with-
out their husbands present, to discuss
the issues raised in the play. They
agreed. This was to be the first meeting
ever of all the women in the village.
Eighty men, 40 women, and about 100
children turned up for the performance.

After the performance our Tiv-
speaking actress held a discussion with
the women for about an hour (while
the men worked on their songs for the
performance). As expected the women
had a totally different reaction to the

We work very hard. Many of us do
most of the work in the fields but
when the crops are sold we get
nothing. So how can you blame us
when we leave for a better life in
Gboko? Here we get nothing -
little money for ourselves. We never
get a new dress, only these rags.

What drives us away is the poverty —
and sometimes the beating.

We now know our rights. Well no
longer allow them to beat us.
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The yam harvest was bad
there is no improvement.

If the men treated us better we
wouldn't run off to town.

As a result of this discussion we decided
to show female oppression as a much
stronger factor in the wife's desertion.

During the women's discussion a
small but significant incident occurred
which again highlighted our relationship
as outsiders to the village. The driver of
our vehicle - who had not been involved
in the workshop process — came roaring
through the village, into the market area
and right up to a few feet from where
the women were sitting, slammed on the
brakes, leaned out of the window of the
cab, revved up the engine and honked
the horn to indicate it was time to go.
This of course totally disturbed the
discussion - and again underlined the
problematic relationship between gov-
ernment and the villagers.

Getting government's side
of the story
The next day we went to see the co-
operative officer. Five team members
volunteered for this visit. We presented
the fertilizer problem in as neutral and
unemotional terms as possible and
attempted to win the co-op officer's
support for dealing with the problem.
But instead of a sympathetic response,
which we had somehow expected from
a co-op official whose job it is to
support the farmers, he was totally
negative, blaming the farmers for their
slowness to respond to the availability
of fertilizer and evading the issue of
corruption by the agricultural de-
partment.

Our team members' response seemed
like magic! Seven days earlier they
might have agreed with him and simi-
larly condemned the farmers. Now that
they knew the situation in a much more
intimate way and had begun to identify
to a certain extent with the farmers,
they no longer accepted the conven-
tional 'blaming-the-victim' put-down.
They sprang to the farmers' defence
and began to question the arguments
and rationalizations of the bureaucrat.

He explained that the situation had
been solved, that a new arrangement
had been agreed on by the agriculture
and co-operative departments. The
co-ops would be expected to bring
their fertilizer orders directly to the
co-op department. The co-op depart-
ment would determine who were
bona fide co-op representatives and
then authorize the agricultural de-
partment to hand out the fertilizer.

We could have accepted this ex-
planation in good faith and left the
office, persuaded that the agricultural
department had mended its ways
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and was now committed to serving
the co-ops rather than the traders.
But a new critical attitude had grown
among the team mem bers ana they
weren't prepared to drop the issue
without further questioning.

Additional questions revealed that
there was no unequivocal policy to
serve the co-ops exclusively. If co-ops
failed to send in their orders in time,
the agriculture officials would be forced
to give the fertilizer to the traders. The
co-op officer added that fertilizer had
already arrived in the store for the
1982 season but no co-ops had corns
in to pick it up. He repeated his ac-
cusation that the co-ops delayed too
long in coming for the fertilizer.

One team member challenged him
about the problem of storing the
fertilizer several months before it
was needed (as it had been explained
to us by the villagers)-.

Where would you store. if you
were a villager?
Most villagers can only afford to
store it in their huts . . . it's so
corrosive it erodes the walls and
it is a bad health risk for children.

The co-op officer was only able to reply
- 'People need more education on how
to build storage facilities'.

Then a team member asked him how
government had communicated the new
policy to the co-ops. He replied that the
State Governor had announced it in his
New Year's speech over television and
that it had also been mentioned in the
newspapers. This was greeted with
derision by our team members since
both media barely peneirate the villages
and use English, and there is still a high
level of illiteracy in the villages. The
co-op officer responded by explaining
that he had announced the new policy
himself in a number of village meetings.

We questioned him further about his
own department's extension network
and discovered that the co-op field
staff are expected to cover a huge ares
— without transport - and instead of
making regular visits lo co-ops they
only go when they have been invited
and the co-op agrees to pay their
transport. (This explains why Igyura
has not seen a co-op official for years.)
The co-op officer added, in self-
justification, that even he, the most
senior member of the department, could
not claim expenses for use of his own
vehicle in making field trips.

Corruption
Then we cornered him on the cor-
ruption issue, putting it to Mm directly.
He defended his fellow officers in the
agriculture department and went back
on the attack against the farmers. The
problem was not that the co-op were
being deprived of the fertilizer but that

they were lazy about getting organized
and placing their orders.

We then tried a fresh tack; 'Okay,
let's assume that the co-ops don't place
their orders early enough and the traders
end up with the fertilizer. What can the
farmers do if the traders sell it above
the government-controlled price?' His
response; They can complain to the
police*. When questioned further he
admitted that the police were slow to
respond and were often in the pay of
the traders. He also mentioned an
incident in which the police, when
they came to investigate, could only
find a six-year old selling the fertilizer.
(The trader had been tipped off and
had disappeared, leaving his son in
charge. The police couldn't do a thing.)

Evaluating our interview
After the meeting we reported back to
our team and evaluated our interview
with the co-operative official. We
decided that while the policy (of getting
the co-op department to vet the Fertilizer
orders) seemed to be progressive, in
practice it seemed to be a means of
fending off criticism while at the same
time preserving the status quo. If the
co-ops don't have the information
on the 'new deal1 how can they act
on it? And anyway there didn't seem
to be a hard-and-fast rule about ex-
cluding traders. The co-op officer still
described the new arrangement as one
of supply and demand: if only the
traders turned up to request the ferti-
lizer, the agriculture department would
be forced to give it to them.

This discussion, we felt, also dem-
onstrated the huge information gap
between government and the villages.
The farmers have very little access to
information on government programmes.
If a department which is supposed to be
working closely with the villagers is so
cut off from their concerns and thinking,
what about the communication impact
of other government departments with-
out any extension network? Relying on
the television and newspapers seemed
totally inadequate.

This experience showed that a
straightforward information programme
on the new policy could contribute
towards 'empowering' the farmers —
ie showing them how they could cir-
cumvent the traders' monopoly. In this
situation knowledge is power. A theatre-
for-development programme which
simply got the information to the farmer
about the new system would, in this
case, go a long way towards solving the
immediate problem.

The policy itself indicates the top-
down nature ul government decision-
making. New policies are established
without any consultation with those
affected by the policies. The new
fertilizer policy fails to take account
of several of the farmers' legitimate

concerns: eg the problem of storing
the fertilizer for long periods of time;
the additional bureaucratic steps in-
volved in getting the fertilizer; the
loophole which seems large enough
for all the traders in Gboko; the lack
of technical guidance on fertilizer
application (farmers are somehow ex-
pected to know the number of bags
required for various acreages of various
crops).

We also agreed that we should have
gone to the government office with
some of the villagers. They had been
involved in every aspect of the process
up until that point and it was wrong
to have excluded them from what
turned out to be an important learning
experience and a genuine effort to
solve the problem. They might have
been a bit reserved but would have
benefited from the direct exchange
with government.

It would have been an opportunity
to try out in practice - in a less risky
situation and with a measure of pro-
tection from us - how a direct meeting
with government (rather than relying
on one high-ranking individual to
represent them) could be used to
resolve a conflict, it would have been
a practical orientation in dealing with
government and would have
made the process even more concrete.

In order to compensate for this
lapse in the participatory process,
we planned to reconstruct the dis-
cussion and take it a bit further in our
final visit to the village (two days later).
But this was never satisfactorily achieved
- the workshop got in the way!

The workshop obstructs the process
The original idea was to copy the
Botswana working format but to extend
it with some of the ideas from the ABU
farmers' workshops. In the Botswana
workshop the participants worked on
their own to prepare a performance
which was presented to the villagers
as the final step of the workshop. The
new format called for a continuing pro-
cess of dramatization-and-analysis in-
volving both workshops participants
and villagers. Each time the analysis and
strategizing deepened, the drama had
to be changed to accommodate the
new thinking. The idea of a 'final',
'polished' performance then was con-
tradictory to the process I but it had
been built into the workshop time-
table and inevitably took on more
importance as the workshop drew to
an end).

The objectives subtly shifted and
more attention became focused on the
entertainment aspect and less on Hie
educational and social action aspect.
As a result we spent the next day
back in the workshop centre polishing
up our drama. (For our team this was
difficult because we had built villagers'
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participation into the drama in a major
way.) We should have spent this lime in
the village taking back what we had
learned from the co-op department
and deciding on what action should he

The final two days were spent
giving performances to the three villages.
Two of these performances were given
in the evening: the night-time setting
converted what up until then had been
an educational process into an enter-
tainment event with little scope for post-
performance discussion. In one case
the audience was so noisy that it was
impossible to hear what the actors
were saying.

In our own village we insisted that
the performance be given in the after-
noon. We made a special effort to
get the co-op officer to come with us so
he could meet with the villagers after-
wards. The whole village turned out
for the performance. Many of them had
seen the earlier drama-making sessions
but tbe interest was still high. The
post-performance discussion worked well
and the villagers threw a lot of questions
at the co-op official, refusing to let him
make a Long speech and forcing him to
listen to their questions. But the dis-
cussion had to be cut short because of
the rush to get ready for the evening
performance in another village.

Just as we were about to break up,
the women, who were having their
second meeting on their own, demanded
that they be given some time with the
co-op official. They insisted that they
were the ones who did the work on the
land and they didn't trust the story
they'd get from their husbands about
the fertilizer - it was their problem too!
The co-op officer was persuaded to
spend another half-hour talking with the
women.

Just before we left the villagers asked
us when we would return to continue
the drama. We told them not to count
on us but to go ahead and continue the
work on their own. They were enthu-
siastic about the idea and said they'd
give it a go. With their strong organi-
zational base and experience in cultural
activity it seemed very clear that they
could organize their own drama with
very little outside assistance. This was
an unexpected yet significant outcome

L

Enactments tend to become realistic (Photo: courtesy K.P. Epskamp)

and had a strong organizational base
(eg the village co-op, Kwagh-hii
troupe, choir, etc).

- We felt we had achieved a reasonably
participatory process, drawing out
not only the villagers' acting talents
but also their ideas and analysis.
We felt we had been reasonably
successful in listening to the villagers
and avoiding imposing a lot of our
own ideas.

- There was some evidence that by the
end of the workshop both the work-
shop participants and the villagers
had understood the process suf-
ficiently to continue it on their own.

- The process had generated not only a
fresh discussion on the fertilizer pro-
blem but also a clearer understanding
of the vested interests involved in
the trader's fertilizer monopoly (and
the collusion between the bureau-
cracy and the traders) and a number
of real possibilities for action.

- The workshop had resulted in the co-
op official visiting the village and
briefing the villagers on the new
policy on fertilizer distribution.

- Out of the discussion process the
village had accepted the validity of
women meeting on their own to
discuss their concerns.

- The workshop participants discovered
that drama could be used not only
as a means of conveying information
to the villagers but also, and more
effectively, as a process of analysis
through which villagers began to get
a more critical understanding of
their problems and strategies for

We also recognized that the process
had really just begun. We had reached

the stage where the women were starting
to feel more confident and determined
to participate in the village meetings
without being dominated by the men;
more time could be spent examining the
organization of the village co-op itself
(up until that point we had assumed
that the co-op organization was satis-
factory and there was no significant
conflicts within the village), the vil-
lagers were ready to try out some of
the ideas in practice (eg sending a
delegation to meet with the co-op
and agriculture department officials).

Further analysis and further drama-
tization would have deepened people's
understanding of the production and
market relations, the structural reasons
for women's desertion, other pos-
sibilities for action on the fertilizer
issue, the importance of strengthening
the co-op and building stronger links
with the co-ops in the neighbouring
villages.

What warn gained?
The workshop was too short to make
great gains in terms of villagers' and
the workshop participants awareness.
But it did demonstrate the amazing
potential of this process and its clear
superiority to the Botswana model.
The villages took part in a sustained
process of analysis going far beyond
what had been achieved in the way of
discussion and analysis in the earlier
workshops. Their concerns were not
'ripped off as the subject matter for
outsiders' study and play-making. They
were involved not only in generating
data but also in processing it: through
dramatization and analysis they were
able to explore why the problems
existed and how they might organize

Evaluating the experience
The following day we met to evaluate
our group's experience. (Again we noted
that the evaluation should have been
done together with the villagers.) We
made the following points.

We were fortunate to have worked
with a village which had already
done some extensive thinking of its
own (eg the protest song about the
theft of drugs from the hospital)
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THEATRE AS PRODUCT THEATRE AS PROCESS

Objective To create a polished,
'finished' play which can
be presented to villagers

To facilitate a process of
critical analysis through the
villagers themselves making
and remaking the play

dynamic:contiDually deepening

Discussion is a continuing
part of a process of improvi-
sation — analysis —
improvisation. The discussion,
the thinking takes place both
within the improvisation and
and in analysing it afterwards

Analysis

Discussion

static,fixed,shallow

a single event in the
process, a ritual tacked
on at the end of a
performance in which
villagers are suddenly
expected to take an
active part (after
remaining passive
throughout the per-
formance)

Manipulated and
orchestrated: limited
control over the process.
Villagers are expected
to fulfill certain roles
at certain stages of the
process (eg information-
giving at the beginning;
taking part in the post-
performance discussion)

Villagers
Participation/
Control

More control over the process:
participation in all stages of the
process (information-giving,
and analysis, improvisation and
subsequent discussion)

to bring about change.
The workshop showed that by

going to the villages and staying there
- not retreating to the isolation of the
workshop centre - that the analysis
could be deepened, the villagers could
be drawn into the entire process- and a
much clearer idea of the organizational
direction and the implications of various
strategies could be achieved. The
workshop demonstrated in a powerful
way that participation in the process is
nol only the villagers' right: it is crucial
to the success of this exercise.

In the Botswana workshop the
analysis was locked into place in a
superficial way at an early stage and
didn't go any further because of the
limited data available and the lack of
access to the source of the data —
the villagers themselves. The workshop
became an exercise in polishing a drama
representing a limited understanding
of the village situation.

The Nigerian workshop, on the other
hand, represented a continuing analysis
because of the villagers' involvement in
and the nature of the process itself.
The analysts continued throughout the
workshop and the drama kept changing
to reflect the deeper and deeper under-
standing of the issues.

The Benue State workshop also
showed that some of the blinkers
placed on development workers could
be removed through encouraging them
to work with rather than for the villagers

and challenging some of their tech-
nocratic conditioning. The workshop
participants were genuinely surprised
to discover the villagers' capacity
for analysis. They found the villagers
willing to engage in a discussion with
them and even challenge them when
they knew they would not be victi-
mized for speaking their minds.

The workshop confirmed once again
that the main obstacle to development
is not the villagers' ignorance or apathy
or bad habits but the policies and
structures which limit the villagers'
access to resources, information and
power. The farmers don't need a lecture
on the value of fertilizer - what they
need is the fertilizer! The workshop
challenged the conventional stereo-
type of farmer conservatism and showed
that it is the traders and bureaucrats
who are far more resistant to change,
especially change which disturbs the
status quo.
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Theatre by the People, for the People and of the People:
People's Theatre and Landless Organizing in Bangladesh
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contradiction which required a further transformation. Eventu-
ally Aranyak abandoned its role as a performing group and
began to do cultural animation in the villages, facilitating a
process of drama-making and analysis by landless laborers and
building a movement of village-based people's theatre. The
paper will begin with a brief description of international
experience in people's theatre and then situate Aranyak's work
within the broader context and history of theatre in Bangladesh.

People's Theatre in the Third World
All over the Third World peasants, workers, women,

indigenous (tribal) groups, and other oppressed groups are
rediscovering the potential of people's theatre as a weapon
in struggles for land, better working and living conditions,
women's rights, and other basic rights. Landless laborers
and poor peasants in Bangladesh,3 Kenya,' Nicaragua,' and
the Philippines,' women's groups in Botswana,* Jamaica,' and

People's theatre as a tool for popular education and
popular organizing has emerged out of social interventionist
practice rather than any specific academic discourse. It has
evolved out of the direct experience of theatre workers and
popular educators working in the field who have attempted
to refine and shape their practice so that it serves the needs
of a popular transformation. Through critiquing their work,
attempting to overcome contradictions, trying out new
approaches and subjecting each new experience to analysis
they have successively transformed the nature of their work.

Crow and Etherton' have shown the evolution of popular
theatre in Africa and traced its development of popular theatre
through six stages:

Urban-based theatre groups tour villages with "well-made
plays" on middle-class themes.
Development workers put on didactic plays for villagers.
Theatre workers help villagers make their own plays.
Development workers research the problems in a village,
develop and put on an open-ended drama and discuss its
resolution with the audience.

5. Development and/or theatre workers facilitate a process of
problem-analysis and drama-making by the villagers.

6 The process in step 5 is used within the context of a popular
organization.

In this paper we will look at the development of people's
theatre in Asia, focusing on the history and experience of one
Asian country and one organization—Aranyak of Bangladesh.
The case study will describe and analyze the changes in
Aranyak s work over a ten-year period (1972-1982) as they
attempted to find the most suitable way of supporting popular
struggle in Bangladesh. Through constantly evaluating its
work. Aranyak recognized its limitations and began to change
its strategy. Each new approach gave rise to a fresh
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India,8 native communities in Peru,1' Bolivia,10 Ecuador," and
Guatemala,11 tribal" and Harijan14 movements in India, sugar
workers, domestic workers, prisoners, etc. in Jamaica.1* urban
slum-dwellers in Latin America,"' and freedom-fighters in
southern Africa17—all are turning to "theatre by the people for
the people and of the people" as a means of building class
and/or women's consciousness, mobilizing people for action,
engaging in struggle, and reflecting on the struggle.

For these popular groups and movements, people's theatre
refers to theatre of the people (that is, dealing with the issues
and concerns of the popular classes—the peasants and workers)
created and performed by the people for popular audiences of

People's theatre has been one of the battle-
grounds in the struggle between the dominant
and subordinate classes in Bengal for centuries.

peasants and workers. "Of the people" conveys the Brechnan
sense of advancing the interests of the popular classes. People's
theatre represents:

• a medium controlled by the people for expressing their ideas,
concerns, and analysis at a time when other forms of
expression and media are outside their control;

• a means of resisting the ideas propagated by the dominant
class, institutions and media;

• a way of recovering, reviving, validating, and advancing
the people's own culture and history;

• an experience of participation, interaction and self-expres-
sion through which people overcome their fears and develop
a sense of their own identity, self-confidence, and class
consciousness through showing people can "act," can change
things, both on stage and in real life;

• a people's curriculum, reflecting popular ideas, concerns,
and aspirations rather than the externally imposed textbooks
of conventional education;

• a forum for popular education, bringing people together and
building a spirit of solidarity;

• a codification or objectification of reality for purposes of
discussion, a means of mirroring reality in order to stand
back and study it critically;

• a process of popular education—drama as a tool of analysis,
of testing out through role-playing the limits and possibilities
for action and unveiling the contradictions and structures
underlying everyday reality;

• an organizing medium, politicizing people and drawing them
into popular organizations and struggle;

• a means of preparing for struggle—clarifying the target,
working out strategies and tactics, and testing out through
role-playing various forms of confrontation;

• a means of protesting against oppression and a means of
stirring up people's anger to do something about it;

• a form of confrontation and struggle;
• a morale-booster during periods of struggle—poking fun at

the oppressors, celebrating victories, and building up
people's spirit.

One must, of course, not over-exaggerate the transforma-
tive potential of theatre. Organizing struggle on the stage is
different from doing it in real life and the distinction must not
be blurred. Theatre must be linked with organizing and
struggle. Where these conditions are met, the performance
itself can become a form of struggle. For example some of the
organizations of landless laborers in Bangladesh have sufficient
organizational strength to openly challenge the landlords. The
means they've chosen to do this is to dramatize in a public
forum the landlords' acts of injustice and corruption. One group
found after a while that it was enough to threaten to "put the
landlords on the stage" in order to rein in the landlords'
manipulative and exploitative tendencies.
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Popular Theatre on the Advance
This groundswell of popular theatre in the Third World

represents a resurgence after a temporary set-back in the sixties.
Popular theatre was a major force in the forties and fifties when
it served as the cultural arm of nationalist struggles all over
the Third World, inspired by experiences such as the
Communist Chinese "resistance theatre" of the thirties.'8

Nationalist movements in Egypt,10 India,10 Indonesia,11

Jamaica," Kenya,23 Nigeria,24 Vietnam," Zambia,2" and many
other colonial territories used theatre to expose colonial injustice,
develop a nationalist consciousness, and mobilize support for
the national liberation movement. The colonial rulers
monopolized the modem mass media (radio and newspapers)
so the nationalists had to rely on their own "media"—the
dance-dramas, songs, poetry, puppetry, and drumming out of
their own traditions.

Moving from village to village behind the lines out of
reach of the colonial forces, cultural workers helped to counter
colonial propaganda, clarify issues and information, prepare
people for new situations, and build up morale and commit-

Theatre was such a powerful weapon in nationalist hands
that, wherever they could, colonial forces tried to suppress it.
For example in Indonesia in the forties the Dutch jailed
hundreds of dalangs (puppeteers) and burned their puppets;21

in Nigeria during the same period the British banned several
anti-colonial plays by a popular traveling troupe.a In Malaysia
the colonial security forces were so impressed by nationalist-in-
spired theatre that they organized their own troupes for

counter-insurgency propaganda."The Japanese also recognized
the power of theatre and in their occupation of Southeast Asia
(1940-45) imposed strict controls on theatre and deployed
hundreds of local troupes to explain their Greater East Asia
Co-Prosperity propaganda. This scheme had its double-edge:
for example, in the Philippines many of the troupes used the
cover of local languages and historical symbolism to advance
Filipino nationalism.30

Once the "de-colonizing era" was over, however, there
was a temporary setback. The nationalists who came to power
attempted to contain, control, or co-opt the cultural movements
which had grown out of the nationalist struggle and other
struggles like the anti-feudal and anti-imperialist struggles.
Hundreds of cultural workers belonging to the Indonesian
popular culture movement LEKRA were killed in the
anti-Communist pogrom in 1965;3' the Indian People's Theatre
Association fell apart through external manipulation and its
own internal splits;3- the mass movement of Popular Culture
Centers in Brazil was suppressed after the 1964 coup;33

bourgeois nationalism and neo-colonial (settlers') theatre
monopolized the cultural field in Africa;" and the colonial
censorship laws were not only reintroduced but strongly
enforced by many of the new Third World governments." In
South Africa, brutal suppression forced the liberation move-
ment underground and adversely affected black cultural
expression which had bolstered the struggle.

By the end of the sixties, the increasing penetration of
multinational capital into the Third World and the growing
class divisions, lawlessness, and unemployment led to
struggles by peasants and workers to defend themselves against
the pressures of surplus appropriation and other forms of
victimization and to fight for land, better working conditions,
and structural changes. Popular theatre re-emerged as a weapon
in these struggles.

In Thailand3* and Chile" in the early seventies theatre
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played a key role in making peasants and fishermen aware of
their political rights and promoting the formation of peasant
and fishermen unions. After the right-wing coups in both
countries the fanners' and fishermen's movements and the
cultural work which supported it were repressed. In the
Philippines a broad-based movement of people's theatre
supported struggles by peasants, fishermen, plantation workers,
and slum-dwellers against the land-grabbing and corruption of
the Filipino ruling class and the exploitative practices of the
multinationals.18 In India the Chipko movement mobilized its
support among the tribal peoples for their campaigns against
deforestation through songs telling about their innovative tactic
of mass "hugging" (chipko) of trees to prevent contractors from
cutting them down." In Jamaica40 and India*1 the women's
movement made special use of theatre in voicing women's
concerns and grievances, challenging the prejudices and
oppression against women, and building their movement. In
Bangladesh,42 India43 and Sri Lanka*1 movements of landless
laborers, Harijans, plantation workers, tribal groups and other
oppressed groups developed a vital form of participatory theatre
as a core educational and organizing activity within the
movement.

In Latin America rural peasants, native communities,
urban workers and slum-dwellers reappropriated theatre, which
had been monopolized by the middle class, and began to create
their own forms of theatre closely linked to popular education,
organizing, and struggle.41 In post-revolutionary Cuba4* and
Nicaragua47 popular theatre groups helped in mobilizing
participation in the mass reconstruction campaigns and at the
same time provided a critique of post revolutionary practices.

In independent Africa new forms of theatre began to
challenge the dominant bourgeois mode. In Zambia4* a national
theatre movement developed out of the touring and workshops

of a university traveling theatre group; in Botswana,49 Ghana,*0

Malawi,11 Sierra Leone," Swaziland," Tanzania54 and Zambia"
development workers and adult educators put on didactic plays
based on village-level research and discussions with villagers;
and in northern Nigeria a university theatre group developed
a village workshop process in which farmers created their own
plays and through this began to analyze the structures of rural
exploitation.56 In Kenya a community organization of peasants
and workers created their own plays as a form of popular
education and popular protest against the land grab, unemploy-
ment, exploitative labor practices, foreign domination of the
economy, and other major issues in Kenya."

In Angola, Mozambique and Zimbabwe drama played an
educational and morale-building role in the liberated areas"
and in South Africa a consciousness-raising role in the students'
movement which shook South Africa in the seventies."

In Europe60 and North America61 migrant workers from
the Third World turned to theatre as a tool of education and
organizing within their own communities and a voice for their
movement.
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This new mode reflects Freirc's and Brecht's emphasis on
active approaches to learning—of peasants becoming the
subjects of their transformation, questioning and challenging
the ruling class ideas rather than remaining the objects of a
propaganda exercise." It also reflects their notion of linking
drama (or literacy learning in the case of Freire) to critical
discussion of the social reality. Further, it exhibits some of the
more recent insights of Augusto Boal who adapted Freire's
ideas to the field of theatre.6' He showed how the oppressed
could create their own codes, thus breaking the division
between actors and audience and the dependence on externally
created codes, and also how they could use a continuous,
process of codification (dramatization) and decodifi cation
(analysis) to explore reality, their own conditioning and ways
of overcoming oppression. Through this process of changing
and rechanging the drama the peasants could not only see that
reality could be changed but also experience a process of
transformation which might give them the self-confidence to
make changes in their real (rather than dramatized) lives.
Restoring the confidence of the peasants in their own cultural
production might help to extend their confidence into the
political and economic spheres by, as Thorn Cross puts
it—"Acting to act."

A Brief History of People's Theatre
and Struggle in Bangladesh

People's theatre has been one of the battlegrounds in the
struggle between the dominant and subordinate classes in
Bengal for centuries. In its long history of foreign domination
and of hierarchical structural relationships, people's theatre has
not only reflected the struggles between the dominant castes
(Brahmins and Khotriyas) and classes (feudal overlords,
foreign invaders, bourgeoisie) and the subordinate castes
(Boishyas and Shudras) and classes (middlemen, peasants,
artisans, landless laborers) but also has served as a weapon in
this struggle—as a means of reinforcing the domination of the
ruling classes or as a tool of challenging their exploitation and
rallying popular struggle against oppression.

In pre-thirteenth century Bengal the mythological dramas
which had their origins in the puranic epics (Ramayana and
Mahabharata) tended to reinforce the feudal status quo and the
B rah manic hegemony. While they were extremely popular with
their rural audiences, they functioned primarily as a means of
accommodation—of adjusting people to their situation—and
as a mechanism of escape from the hard labor. Through
showing the importance and heroism of the gods they taught
deference to the feudal overlords and acceptance of the
overlord's right to the surplus from the peasants' labor. They
also reinforced belief in a supernatural order which controlled
the world, inducing acceptance of a fatalistic and submissive
approach to the world. The dramas rarely challenged the feudal
power structure and where they did this was a type of
"overturning" necessary for the preservation of the system (as
in, for example. Carnival in mediaeval Europe).

From Outsiders1 Theatre as Product to
Insiders' Theatre as Process

The resurgence of people's theatre in the seventies and
eighties represented not only a quantitative advance but also a
qualitative one. Up until the seventies social action theatre took
the form of "theatre for the people"—theatre performed by
middle-class activists, often touring from community to
community, for audiences of peasants and workers.

While this "taking theatre to the people" approach did
encourage cultural democratization by giving the popular
classes access to a theatre tradition which had been appropriated
by the dominant class, it often failed to achieve its educational
and organizing goals. As an externally induced theatre it
reinforced dependence on creative resources outside the
community and failed to recognize the cultural strengths of the
community which had not only survived colonialism but
stiffened resistance against the colonial occupation.

It also represented an imposition of outsiders' agendas
and analysis. The peasants were left out of the action, forced
into their conventional role of watching someone else' s culture,
of reproducing their "culture of silence." They remained the
passive recipients of ideas and analysis from the outside, robbed
of an opportunity to voice their own concerns and to do their
own thinking. As Freire would put it, cultural liberation is not
"a gift" or mere access to culture but "the conquered right of
the popular classes to express themselves."" The finished form
of the theatre—finalized pieces of thinking with no room for
audience contributions—and the tokenistic approach to post-
performance discussion which was tacked on at the end as an
empty ritual reinforced this "banking" orientation.

Another problem was the lack of an organizational base.
Many of the groups had no links to a movement or organizing
process. They came into the community, put on their play,
held a discussion and hit the road. Their performance may have
created some interest but once they left there was no one to
do the follow-up education and organizing. Without an
organizational base the performances had a limited effect. The
above is a general picture. There are, of course, other groups
doing "theatre for the people" who are working within or
closely connected to popular movements, are sensitive to local
issues, and perform open-ended dramas permitting audience
involvement and discussion.

'Theatre by the people, for the people and of the people"
attempts to overcome the above limitations by

• making the peasants the performers, thereby giving them
the opportunity to express their own concerns, do their own
thinking, and control their own learning process;

• grounding the theatre experience in the community, group,
or movement and in an ongoing educational and organizing
process;

• changing the form of the theatre activity so that it no longer
represents a finished product or static piece of thinking but
takes the form of an open-ended or unfinished play—a
process of collective play-making in which everyone in the
audience participates as actor, director, and critic and
through it analyzes their situation and tries out various
possibilities for action.
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In the thirteenth century during the short rule of the South
Indian Vaisnava Sena kings, a new form of people's resistance
"theatre" emerged to challenge the caste hierarchy of
Brahmanical law. Bhakti, fervent devotionaJism in song and
dance, represented the upsurge of popular classes against the
social discrimination and economic exploitation of the
Brahmanic system. The songs condemned the hypocrisy and
decadence of the system and advocated a new more egalitarian

In the fourteenth century, with the coming of the Moslems,
mass conversions took place, the language of the courts
changed to Persian, and taxes were increased. In spite of this
the Bhakti movement continued to grow and gain influence
among the popular classes. The songs and dances flourished
in the villages as part of this movement and expressed both
defiance against the foreign rulers and resistance against the
Brahmanic order. The performances did, however, absorb a
number of Islamic influences.

In the latter part of the eighteenth century with the arrival
of the British and the introduction of education there was a
brief period of "cultural renaissance." Once the Bengali
educated elite began to see that their interests could not be
accommodated by colonialism, they began to resist colonial
rule. The new forms of urban theatre learned from the
colonizers became a powerful tool for protest.

When the British brutally enforced cultivation of indigo
in Bengal in the mid-nineteenth century. Nildarpan (literally
the "Indigo Mirror") was produced in 1870 to expose the
atrocities committed against farmers who refused to plant their
fields with indigo. This play was immediately banned. The
nationalist feeling that it aroused provoked the censorship law
of 1876 by which the British attempted to suppress anti-colonial
cultural expression in the Indian sub-continent.65 Nildarpan
was later followed by a number of other "mirror" plays dealing
with struggles against the Zamindars (large landowners),
tea-plantation owners, bureaucrats, police, and others.

In the 1900s these spontaneous outbursts of anti-colonial
protest culminated in a more sustained nationalist struggle. The
"traditional" theatre of the villages became a symbol for the
struggle and the Bengali elite who had previously ignored or
denigrated traditional theatre began to revalue it. Tagore and
others appropriated these arts and advocated their use in
programs of cultural revival and anti-colonial protest within
the context of rural fairs and festivals.

In the 1920s the playwright Mukunda Das transformed
the rural folk form of jatra, which had traditionally dealt with
historical or mythological themes, and created a new form
Swadeshi (Nationalist) jatra which dealt with the contemporary
themes of colonial injustice, caste oppression, feudal exploita-
tion, and tactics for anti-colonial struggle. The colonial
government "rewarded" him for this innovation by sending him
to prison.

Performing for the people represented the old
politics—urban-based left-wing groups preach-
ing revolt to the masses, a kind of political
pamphleteering, of manipulating people with
slogans and lectures. It had little effect.

In the 1940s all this activity culminated in the creation of
a national popular theatre movement, the Indian People's
Theatre Association (IPTA). This operated all over India but
its strongest contingent was in Bengal. Its initial work was to
alert people to the possibility of Japanese invasion and to
promote temporary support for Britain's war effort. In 1943
during the Bengal famine in which five million peasants starved
to death, the Bengal IPTA troupe performed all over India with
a play exposing the native hoarders and black marketeers,
raising over 200,000 rupees and launching a campaign to "Save
People's Food."

In 1947 with the departure of the British, the Indian
subcontinent was divided into India and Pakistan. East Bengal,
whose population is primarily Moslem, became part of
Pakistan, and their links with IPTA dissolved. When the
Punjabi bureaucracy and military of West Pakistan became the
dominant force in the new state and imposed Urdu as the
national language, a bitter revolt erupted. This took the form
of a "language movement" in which songs and dramas played
a primary role in stirring up nationalist feelings. The cultural
work was so effective that many of the playwrights and actors
were arrested. One of the playwrights, Munir Chowdhury.
wrote his most famous play, Kabor (Graveyard), while he was
in prison. Along with other prisoners he performed it right in

The nationalist struggle of the fifties and sixties and
continuing victimization by Pakistan's military rulers culmi-
nated in the War of Liberation in 1971 in which songs and
drama again played a mobilizing role.

During this period (1950-1970) in the villages the
peripatetic theatre—the jatra, kobigan, jarigan and other
"traditional" theatres—began to undergo a transformation. As
capita) increasingly penetrated the villages, theatre became
more of a commodity. Traditional performers who formerly
combined work in the fields with part-time work as performers
stopped performing altogether or became employed on a
full-time commercial basis. Jatra groups which formerly
operated under the sponsorship of a zamindar or plantation
owner began to do their tours on a commercial basis, working
out contracts with the landlords in each village.

Aranyak—Performing for the People

Aranyak was founded soon after Bangladesh's Indepen-
dence (December 1971) by a group of middle-class youth who
had been deeply affected by their experience in the liberation
war. Along with the peasants and workers they had hoped that
the liberation war would lead to a true revolution, one in which
land would be redistributed, other feudal structures trans-
formed, and Bangladesh's econmy taken over by the people

65. Theatre was such a powerful instrument for arousing anti-colonial
sentiment that it was the first cultural form to be gagged with a censorship
law (1876), followed by the vernacular press (1877) and the right to carry
urms (1878). The law remains in force today m India and Bangladesh, requiring
all playscripts to be cleared by the authorities before a performance license is
issued. One group after India's Independence 11947) warned to perform
Nildarpan which was written in 1870. When they sent the script to the police
for approval, the police wrote back asking them to get the playwright to come
to ihe police station.
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Aranyak abandoned their role as performers and
began to work as animateurs, working with
rather than for the rural poor. They stopped
imposing their own image of the landless
laborers' world and encouraged the laborers to
create their own dramas.

So they decided to change their audience and turn to the
rural peasants who make up 90 percent of Bangladesh's
population. They took their plays out of Dakha and put them
on in open-air locations in the rural areas. Thousands of people
turned up for these performances, but in spite of the enthusiastic
reception the new approach seemed equally problematic.

Performing for the people represented the old politics—
urban-based left-wing groups preaching revolt to the masses,
a kind of political pamphleteering, of manipulating people with
slogans and lectures. It had little effect. The spectators
remained the passive consumers of someone else's revolution;
they had no involvement in shaping and discussing the issues
or in creating the play. Consequently the performance was an
ephemeral "here-today-gone-to morrow" experience in their
lives. It represented the same top-down structures, of outside
groups telling the peasants what to do. In short it had no
mobilizing potential in building a self-reliant and critically
conscious popular movement.

Making a Change: Getting the People to
Do the Acting and the Thinking

Around this time Aranyak made contact with Proshika, a
Bangladeshi rural animation organization. Proshika's
animateurs, who are permanently based in the villages, work
with the landless laborers in a process of popular education
and organizing. In each village they form groups of 15-20
landless laborers who meet regularly, build up trust in each
other, eliminate conflicts among themselves, overcome depen-
dence on the moneylender (through collective savings), talk
about their problems of exploitation and victimization, and
along with other groups organize struggles to confront injustice
and corruption by the landlords and to demand better working
conditions.

In their residential training programs which support the
animation work in the field. Proshika regularly uses rule-playing
and socio-drama. In a training workshop held in 1978 the
participants got so excited by an experience of making a
socio-drama that, upon returning to their village, they
performed the play to their fellow laborers and later to landless
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of Bangladesh. When they saw their hopes were futile, that
the rural structures remained intact, the economy still under
foreign control, and a small comprador class monopolizing the
benefits of Independence, they decided to do something about
this betrayal of the people's hopes and to fight for change.

The vehicle they chose for their political challenge was
theatre and they initially looked to Calcutta's group theatre for
their ideas and inspiration. They formed an amateur group
made up of about thirty people, most of whom worked in other
jobs during the day in school-teaching, banks, offices, and
factories. They came together each evening or on the weekends
to rehearse or lo give performances.

During the seventies they concentrated on producing one
major theatrical work a year, all of them on political themes
and performed in urban areas. While these performances
succeeded in theatrical terms, they failed to have the desired
political impact. Their audiences, which largely consisted of
urban, middle-class people, reacted emotionally to the plays,
but once they were over, their commitment to social action
died. The praise of theatre critics, the publication of scripts,
the invitation 10 do TV work were no measure of success. In
fact, the lack of resistance to their work by the ruling class
was a clear indication of its limited effectiveness. Their work
was becoming, they felt, absorbed by the system and their
protest muted.



laborers in other villages. Proshika immediately recognized the
potential of this educational and organizational tool which the
landless themselves had demonstrated and after further
experimentation organized a national workshop to promote the
new activity.

The Proshika workshop brought together twenty rural
organizers (animateurs). twenty landless group leaders, and a
few middle-class cultural workers. It adapted a training
approach developed in Botswana whose basic notion was that
theatre for social animation should be learned not as an abstract
concept but as a practical process grounded in a specific social
context. In the Bangladesh situation this meant sending the
workshop participants in teams to villages where they met with
the group of landless laborers which Proshika had organized.
For three successive evenings the workshop participants
listened to and asked questions about the landless laborers'
problems and histories—both as individuals and as a group.
Then each team, along with a few members from the landless
group, worked for four days back at the workshop center to
develop a play which was then presented back to the landless
group and discussed.

One of the real discoveries of the workshop was the power
of the landless laborers' own stories. There was no need to
fictionalize, to create new stories out of the imagination of the
landless. Most of the plays were drawn from their real
experiences—for example, their experience of going into debt,
losing land or being tricked out of their land; victimization,
exploitation and manipulation as laborers; and the struggles of
their groups to defend themselves against oppression and to

right for a decent living. Sometimes a collective story was
developed out of the stories of a number of landless laborers:
in other cases one of the more vital stories of a single landless
laborer became [he plot-line for the drama.

Another discovery was the amazing acting ability of the
landless. In one village, the local group of landless laborers
spontaneously decided to develop their own play in response
to the visit to their village of the workshop team. The play told
the story of one of their successful struggles:

One of their members had been unfairly accused of stealing
water from an irrigation scheme and forcibly prevented from
harvesting his crop. (He had a very small plot adjacent to
the irrigation scheme but was too poor to join the irrigation
scheme.) When the group helped him to reap the crop (in
order to protect him from the threatened beating) the
landlord who was causing all the trouble (as chairman of
the irrigation scheme) used his influence to get the man
arrested. The group members rallied the other groups in the
area and marched to the police station. The show of force
worked and his release represented a major victory for the
landless.

The group put on this play for the workshop participants,
with almost minimal preparation, on the second evening of the
village visits. (On the first evening they had simply talked
about their problems and stories, but once they understood the
workshop was about theatre they offered to dramatize the
irrigation scheme story.) The first time it was performed it
dragged a lot with too much dialogue and not enough action.



Two of the group members were invited to join in the day-time
sessions at the workshop center. They came along the following
day and participated in a session on such basic dramatic
techniques as showing not telling and limiting the dialogue.
At the end of the day they decided to abandon the workshop:
they thanked the workshop organizers but said they preferred
to work with their own group. They said that the other workshop
participants would leave at the end of the workshop and they
would be left with a play but no performers. So they went back
to the village and worked on the play on their own. When they
returned a few days later to put on the play it was totally
transformed—lots of action, lots of miming (showing their
work in the fields and other actions rather than talking about
them) and much less dialogue.66

The middle-class cultural workers who had been invited
to the workshop felt totally overwhelmed by this and other
performances by the landless. They had come thinking they
had something to teach the landless; by the end of the workshop

they felt totally the opposite, that if anything it was they who
had learned. The improvisational and acting skills of the
landless were prodigious: there was no way they could match
this lively, vital improvised theatre with a scripted, highly
rehearsed, urban-produced facsimile.

For Proshika the organizing potential was clear. Then-
own work was undergoing a transformation in which theatre
could play an important role. Up until 1979 a lot of their work
had gone into developing individual groups, supporting
economic projects like fish farming and crop production
undertaken by these groups, and helping to break the
dependence on the moneylender through the groups' collective
savings.

By 1980 a new strategy was emerging. Some of the groups
began to recognize the limitations of the project work and to
challenge the oppression and victimization they faced in the
villages—beatings by landlords, exploitative working condi-
tions, feudal obligations to landlords, loss of their land through
cheating, and unjust court decisions. In response, a number of
groups organized together to confront oppressive landlords on
specific issues.

This new type of activity required a new organizing
strategy—one group on its own was too weak to confront the
local power structure. Groups had to work in concert if they
were to present a strong enough challenge. A wage strike, for
instance, could only be successful if all of the laborers in the
area supported it.

This meant that more and more landless had to be brought
into the "movement," more groups had to be formed in each

66 This, group is continuing to do drama on its own. performing in its own
village, in other villages and occasionally ai large rallies as a way of
encouraging other landless laborers to form their own groups, to build
inter-group solidarity, and to fight for their rights, Within their own village
druma hi»n become publicly recognized as a powerful wenpon i»gninM injusiice.
Having successfully exposed the landlords' corruption, manipulation and
brutality, on a number of occasions, they have reached the stage where the\
feel they no longer need to perform the drama. Simply threatening to put the
landlords on the stage again" is enough to caution ihe landlords and make
them think twice about continuing their corrupt or manipulative practices.



village, and links had to be built among groups in the same
area. This shift from "project" to "movement" demanded far
more organizers than Proshika could provide—it meant that
the landless themselves had to become the organizers for
building the movement.

For this new work of mobilizing and solidarity-building
theatre was extremely well-suited. It worked much better than
speeches, was not dependent on literacy skill, could be
performed by the landless, and touched an emotional core—an
important factor in overcoming the landless laborers' initial
fear of doing something, of getting organized, of fighting for
their rights.

Theatre also suited the new perspective. By simply
presenting the every-day stories of the landless, theatre showed

• little could be achieved by economic projects within the
existing unequal power structure;

• real change required addressing and confronting incidents
of harassment, exploitation, and corruption;

• oppression at the village level involved a complex system
of collusion among the rural landed class, the bureaucracy,
and the police.

From Performing to Animation

Aranyak was equally impressed by the workshop and
when a second workshop was held in 1981 one of Aranyak \s
members helped to organize it. They immediately recognized
this new approach as the breakthrough they were looking for.

The landless laborers clearly had an amazing knack for
drama. All that was needed was some encouragement, to help
them gain some confidence and to show them they could do
it. Moreover, getting the landless laborers to do the dramas
transformed the whole process: the laborers doing the "acting"
were taking the first awareness-raising and confidence-building
step toward real action. The activity of drama-making could
become a group-building experience in which participants
deepened their understanding, bolstered their morale, and
developed the courage and organizational unity to fight for
their rights.

So Aranyak abandoned their role as performers and began
to work as animateurs. working with rather than for the rural
poor. They stopped imposing their own image of the landless
laborers' world and encouraged the laborers to create their own
dramas. They saw their work, in the way Augusto Boal does,
as encouraging the peasants to re-appropriate the theatre which
had been stolen from them. Historically the peasants had made
art: art and labor had been united. But with the change of
society art had been alienated from the peasants and
appropriated by the middle class. Aranyak's role was no longer
to sing the songs for the people and keep them quiet. Their
task was to show the peasants that they could act, that they
could express themselves and enjoy themselves through making
drama, that they could analyze their life-situation through this
medium, and that it could be used as a weapon in their struggle
against oppression and victimization.

The Aranyak Workshops:
Moving Back to the Villages

Aranyak's animation work has taken a different direction
than Proshika's. Since they have no funding they have been
unable to put their workers into the villages on a full-time

basis. Each member can only do theatre in his/her spare
lime—they all have full-time jobs in teaching or the
bureaucracy or the private sector. Instead they run short, 10-12
day workshops in various areas of Bangladesh, trying to build
up interest in cultural work among the landless and where
possible promote the formation of landless drama groups. Their
short-term aim is to get these groups going and operating on
their own without an over-dependence on Aranyak. Their
long-term aim is to facilitate the development of a national
movement of landless drama groups.

The Aranyak "workshop" is not a workshop in the
conventional sense of formally organized learning in a
residential setting on a sustained day-long basis. It is more of
an engaged experience working with the landless laborers in
their own communities and fitting into their own patterns of
living and the constraints on them. Instead of bringing the
landless laborers out of their own environment, the Aranyak
animateur moves into the village and works with the landless
in their own social situation—staying with them, joining them
in their periods of leisure, and eating with them.

One implication is that workshop sessions cannot be held
throughout the day, as is possible in a residential workshop.
The animateur can only meet with the landless on an intensive
basis in the evenings because during the day the landless are
at work. Another implication is that the "workshop" sessions
are not in an isolated and protected environment like a
residential training center. They take place within the village
and are exposed to the same intimidation and pressures that
the landless face every day from the landlords.

The workshops are held in villages with no previous
experience of landless organizing. This differs from the
Proshika cultural work in which drama is being introduced as
an "add-on" activity to groups which are already organized.
The basic objective is to use each workshop as an organizing
tool, to build a landless group through bringing people together
for a drama-making experience. Since there has been no
previous animation in the village a good deal of the time is
spent in building trust and developing a relationship with the
landless laborers.

The Aranyak team normally consists of five members—
four animateurs and a coordinator. Each animateur is assigned
to a different village, all within the same area, and the
coordinator provides back-up support, and informs team
members about what is happening in the other villages. He
also brings the team together from time to time to share
experiences and to advise one another.

Each workshop goes through the following stages which
will be taken up below.

1. establishing a base in the village
2. winning the landless' confidence
3. listening to the landless' problems
4. analyzing these problems and making a scenario
5. improvising, analyzing, making changes
6. community performance
7. post-performance discussions
8. follow-up and evaluation

Setting Up a Base

The initial obstacle is the landlords. They know it
immediately when an outsider enters the village. They come
to find out what is going on and to offer hospitality. When



they discover the animateur's intentions, they at first cannot
understand, and ask: "Why are you going to work with those
poor people? What do they know? We know many stories, we
can provide you with actors. Why don't you stay with us?"

But the animateur resists all offers of hospitality from the
landlords. Being associated with them would increase the
doubts of the landless and jeopardize the work. The let-out is
the local school: it provides a non-controversial base for the
work, a place that the landless feel comfortable about visiting
and better than the home of a landless family which would be
too exposed, inviting immediate suspicion and possible
intimidation.

The animateur sleeps on the floor at the school and
prepares food there. Once the landless get to know the
animateur, they come to visit there. Often some of the initial
research (listening to the landless talk about their lives) is
conducted there. The local schoolteachers, ajthough better off
than many of the villagers, are often very supportive. Other
allies from the middle class are often the traditional doctors
who are popular among the poor villagers. Having their support
helps to break down some of the suspicion.

Winning Their Trust

With the school as a base the animateur starts to get to
know the landless laborers. He works through a local contact
person—a landless laborer who has been identified by others
as a potential leader. Sometimes the person suggested is
unsuitable but usually the references are correct. The
designated person tends to be vocal, militant, and less fearful
of the local landed class. The animateur starts by winning this
person's confidence and over time persuades him or her to call
a number of landless people together to a common place. If
the process of going through a potential local leader fails, the
animateur has to develop other contacts and encourage people
to come together.
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At the same time the animateur starts to get to know other
landless laborers, visiting them in their fields during the day
and meeting them at their homes at night. These encounters
are informal—sometimes one-to-one, sometimes with a small
informal group. A brief encounter in the fields during the day
might turn into an invitation to come for a visit at night.

The object at this stage is to gain the trust of the landless.
They are initially suspicious. They have seen other outsiders
come to their village to talk with the "big men." "Why are you
coming to talk to us?" they say. "Arc you here to help us or
to spy on us?"

The animateur explains that, far from being a policeman
or a spy or a researcher, "I've come to make drama, so I'm
here to collect stories from you. We want to make dramas with
you based on your own stories." When this fails to strike a
chord, the animateur gets them talking about various cultural
forms—radio, television, cinema. "Do these media serve your
purpose?" They respond, "No." "Well, why not?" They
explain, after a bit, that none of these media talk about their
lives—they only deal with the lives of the rich people.
Eventually they begin to see that drama can be an alternative,
a means of reflecting their own lives. The animateur suggests
to them that they can make the drama themselves. Their
reaction is uncertain; "Can we do it? Is it possible?" The
animateur coaxes them to try it out. to put on a short skit about
a real incident in their lives. After a bit of hesitation and some
prompting they put on a highly entertaining skit. This breaks
the ice, gives them some confidence, and catches their interest.
The animateur then gets them to talk about the major events
in their lives. By remaining quiet and merely listening, showing
genuine interest in what they are saying, the animateur
encourages them to tell their life-stories in great detail. Through
this process interest grows and the landless begin to say. "This
person has come to listen to us, not to talk. He wants to hear
our stories, rather than giving us speeches or sermons. We can
work with him." Once this basic trust is established, the
animateur encourages them to come together and hold regular
meetings.

Courtesy of Ross Kidd



At this initial stage when talking to the landless about
their problems, often the landless are reluctant to admit they
have problems. When specific questions are asked—such as
"Do you have sufficient food?" "Can you afford to send your
child to school?" or "Do you get adequate medical care?"—the
landless give a clear response—"No." The animateur follows
this up by questioning them about the food, education, and
medical treatment that the rich people get, and, when they
comment on the difference, asking them why, Often the
explanation is simply "It's Allah's will." When they respond
in this way, the animateur then asks, "Why does Allah patronize
these people who've been stealing your land and remain silent
when you're dying of starvation?" Often this challenge
confuses them, but starts them thinking. This process continues
in the second phase when the landless come together as a group.

Listening to People's Stories

The local contact person calls people together, organizes
the meetings and gets people to come. The group normally
consists of 30-50 people, the majority landless but a few are
marginal farmers, schoolteachers, traditional doctors, hawkers,
and the like. The meetings are held in the evenings—the only
time the landless are not working, for landless laborers work
seven days a week. Meetings go on until midnight, with people
arriving at different times throughout the evening, depending
on their work and other commitments. During this phase, the
animateur continues to make rounds of visits during the day,
building trust, learning more background information, and
continuing to research the problems together with the landless.

The initial meetings are taken up with story-telling. Each
person stands up and tells his or her story. Many of these
stories the animateur has heard already—through various
informal encounters in the first phase—but this collective
story-telling is important. It is only through telling each other
their stories that people begin to recognize the commonality of
their experience—that they have all lost their land in a similar
way and that they are facing the same forms of victimization,
manipulation and exploitation by the landed classes.

Almost all of the stories are about money-lending—how
a moneylender gives money, takes back an exorbitant interest,
and eventually grabs the debtor's land. This is the common
experience of every landless person.

These stories are recorded—on paper and/or a tape
recorder—so they can be referred back to from time to time.
Often the recording is done during the informal encounters in
the initial phase when, it is felt, a more accurate account is
given. Once people come together as a group, formalities come
in and some people are too shy to expose their whole life story
in front of their fellow villagers.

Making the Scenario

But this is not always the case. In some groups every
person wants to tell a story and in great detail. Then the problem
comes of which story to select as the basis for the play. Usually
the animateur encourages the group members to make one story
out of the common elements of different stories—losing land
to a moneylender, the economic demands of marriage with its
dowry, being cheated on paper contracts because of illiteracy.
The more lively and unique experiences also get woven into
the play. The group itself works out the story-line, arguing
about the focus, basis of conflict, and the climax.

The animateur attempts to be as non-directive as possible,
leaving the scenario-making to the group members. Sometimes
they get so emotionally involved that the drama becomes a
six-hour production. Then the animateur intervenes and asks
how they might make the story more concise: "Suppose you
only have one hour lo tell this story to a man who will leave
this place in one hour's lime. How would you narrate your
life's experience of fifty years in one hour? What would be the
main elements?" After that the animateur gets them to list the
major events in the main character's life much as follows: "My
father died, his land was fragmented, I received half of a biga
of land, my mother came to live with me. I got married and
we had six kids, our debts grew. I borrowed from the
moneylender, my land was taken away from me, 1 started to
work as a landless laborer, my child fell sick and died. . . ."
The group then makes these major incidents the story-line of
the drama, and all the minor happenings get chopped out.
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introduced? Who benefits?" This was enough to stimulate the
group's own thinking. They discovered that control over this
new factor of production had been monopolized by the richer
farmers in the area and that the introduction of this new
technology had in fact precipitated a new power structure within
the village. What could have been a new means of livelihood
controlled by the landless had become, once again, the
monopoly of the local elite. They also began to recognize who
ultimately benefitted from the tube-wells, the multinational
who produces them. The landless laborers began to understand
"imperialism" not as a Marxist slogan manufactured in Dakha,
but as a specific relationship connecting production in their
village to a specific multinational corporation.

Another play showed, through a simple but real story,
how Japanese imperialism was impoverishing and killing
people in Bangladesh. The story was about "2-in-1." a Japanese
radio/tape recorder which has been imported into Bangladesh
in huge quantities and which has become a status symbol in
the rural areas. (Bangladesh has a free-port, import-oriented
economy which is linked with businesses in Hong Kong and
Singapore.)

In the story a man threatened to divorce his wife unless
his father-in-law gave him a 2-in-1 To buy the 2-in-1 the
father-in-law sold his remaining piece of land, thus becoming
landless. In spite of the gift the man divorced his wife, . . .
and soon after the woman committed suicide.

Improvising and Rehearsing the Drama

Once a story-line is agreed on, the group starts to
improvise the drama. There is need for very little direction and
the animateur limits advice to a few points on theatrical
technique—how to stand on the stage, how to project one's
voice, "showing" actions rather than talking about them.

Once the landless see they can do it, they get on with the
work and the animateur sits back and becomes an appreciative
audience. The landless have a wealth of stories and experiences
to draw on and they work these into their roles and dialogues
with great skill. What is lacking in "artistic polish" is far
outweighed by the exuberance and wit of their acting, their
obvious joy in performing, the genuineness of their expression,
and their commitment to the ideas and experiences they are
communicating. They love playing the oppressor and have a
great insight into his character and motivation. Once they get
over the initial fear of being victimized, they portray him with
great satire, bringing out all his mannerisms and idiosyncracies.

The problem, if anything, is not how to get them going
but how to contain their enthusiasm once they get started. The
animateur's job is to help them to be more selective, to decide
on the essential points for each scene and to cut out some of
the extraneous detail.

By this stage the group has become very interested and
involved and the initial reserve has gone. The group members
take on the responsibility of finding a place to hold rehearsals
and to light them. Everyone begins coming at the right time
for rehearsals and the morale is high.

Organizing the Performance and Follow-Up

Once the play is ready, the group publicizes n through
word-of-mouth and performs it in front of the whole village in
a public place. A day or two later all the groups (from the four
villages) come together to a common place to present their
plays to each other. By this stage so much interest has been

Theatre by the people

Deepening the Analysis

In the course of developing the play, the animateur
encourages the landless to develop their own thinking, to
analyze why they are poor and downtrodden, to make the
connections among moneylenders, the local courts, the village
council, and the bureaucracy.

The analysis is important. As Bappa and Etherton67 have
shown:

Those who are oppressed already know of their oppression;
and a play which delineates this oppression superficially
tells them nothing which they do not know already. They
know too that there never is a simple solution to their
problems: and a play which claims to have the answers is
not really to be trusted.

The animateur stimulates the landless to analyze their
experiences through questions, through insistently challenging
assumptions and conventional explanations of reality to get at
the underlying structures and contradictions, to highlight the
discrepancy between their expressed views about reality and
their daily experience of it. If one of the stories is on the issue
of dowry, the animateur might ask them who benefits from
this practice. When they analyze it, they discover that marriage
has become a business and women a mere commodity. The
whole enterprise primarily benefits the moneylenders who loan
people money to pay the dowry.

The animateur does not preach or impose pre-digested
analyses or use big words like imperialism, neo-colonialism,
capitalism, and class struggle, but lets them discover the
meaning of these words and concepts in trying to understand
their own reality. One group wanted to make a play about the
deep tube-wells thai were being introduced into their village.
Instead of branding this "an imperialist scheme devised by the
multinationals to control Third World production." the
animateur simply asked a few questions: "Who controls this
new technology? Why do they control it? Why is it being

67. S- Bappa and M. Ehtcrton. "Third World Popular Theatre; Voice of the
Oppressed." Commonwealih 25(4): 126-30.



generated that people from each village come with their troupe
to the final performance.

After the final performance each animateur spends two or
three days doing follow-up." discussing the issues of the play
with the landless, evaluating the whole experience with them,
and recording their views. After encouraging them to continue
with the drama work on their own and to form their own
organization, the animateur stresses the importance of building
unity, of overcoming the petty conflicts and quarrels among
themselves, and forming an organization to defend their
interests.

Finally, the animateur exchanges addresses with them and
leaves. Often the animaieurs receive letters from the village,
giving their feedback on the workshop and describing what has
subsequently happened in the village. The animateur maintains
contact with the village group, through correspondence and
occasional visits, but tries on the whole to stimulate their
independence and self-reliance. For this purpose groups in the
same area are encouraged to maintain contact and support each

The Landlords Retaliate

Changes in the village or even talked-about changes do
not take place without disturbing the status quo. Once the
landless start meeting together as a group there is immediate
suspicion. Once it becomes clear that this is not some whimsical
diversion but a serious examination of what is happening in
the village the landlords intervene.

Even at the initial stage some of the landlords spread
rumors and try to sway the landless against the animateur.
When the process reaches the rehearsal state this opposition
becomes even stronger. In a number of cases the landlords
have sent thugs to break up the rehearsals and threaten the
group members.

In one case the group had developed a story on a local
moneylender who was so influential that he could manipulate
local politicians on the village council and local officials of the
bureaucracy. When he heard about the play, he sent his pawns
to stop it. The village council chairman came to the rehearsal
and accused the group of manufacturing lies. The group
defended the authenticity of the story and refused to be
brow-beaten. Later the chairman sent some goondas (thugs) to
break up the rehearsal. The goondas threatened to beat the
performers and most of the performers went home without
finishing the rehearsal.

The animateur and a few of the performers stayed behind to
confront the goondas. In the end the animateur had to use his
class position to fight back:

Look, we come from Dakha [The goondas: 'We don't care.
We'll not even spare you!'] We know many things and if
you touch us you'll be in trouble. You may be running this
local show but we know bigger people—for example the
inspector-general. If you bring in your local big-shots, we'll
call in our big-shots.

This counter-threat seemed to work and the confrontation ended
without violence.

The next day the group had to find another rehearsal space.
They appealed to other people in the area who were opposed
to the moneylender and council chairman. A meeting place
was provided and the rehearsals continued. The council
chairman and moneylender were angry but could do nothing.

The rehearsals continued—with a new scene being added to
show the collusion between the moneylender and the local
officials—and the group gave its performance without being
stopped.

In another case the local power elite tried to sabotage the
final performance of a play. The play in this case was about
the local bank manager who had been taking 40 percent of the
loans given for agriculture as a bribe. When the bank manager
heard about the play, he paid some goondas to stop it. They
went to the performers' houses and threatened the actors,
saying: "If you put on this play well not spare you. Why are
you wasting your time with these people from Dakha? They'll
leave tomorrow and where will you be? This play won't give
you food to live, , . . s o why all this nuisance?"

In spite of these threats the landless were determined to
go ahead with it. They said, "This is our chance to speak our
own truth." So they continued the rehearsals and told everyone
in the area to come to the final performance which was to be
held at the school. The bank manager then pressured the
headmaster to stop the group from using the school field for
the performance, but by this time it was too late. All of the
villagers from the surrounding area had gathered. When they
heard that the performance was being prevented, a huge
discussion developed and the actors explained everything. The
discussion itself raised the major points of the play—the
bribery, corruption, use of goondas to threaten people,
collusion among local officials, the various attempts to stop
the play. In a way there was no need for a play, for the
discussion had served the purpose, making people aware of
the bank manager's corruption and manipulations and the need
to do something about it.

The crowd was so incensed that they insisted that the play
be given and demanded that the headteacher provide the
school's electricity to light the performance. People kept
coming and eventually over 3,000 people had gathered. The
headmaster grew afraid and at 8 p.m. he finally gave in. The
light connection was provided, a stage was quickly erected,
and the performance was given without further opposition.

During the arguments between the group and the bank
manager in the school headmaster's office, the animateur
surreptitiously taped the conversation. When the bank manager
discovered that all of his threats had been recorded on tape,
he became afraid and tried to bribe the animateur, first offering
1,000 rupees, then 2,000. then 5,000, and finally 10,000. This
further case of attempted bribery convinced the group to go
ahead with the performance.

Immediate Impact of the Workshop

What has been the effect of the workshops? The most
significant impact has been the change in people's conscious-
ness. Before the workshops many of the landless were resigned
to their situation, explaining their impoverishment as the result
of bad luck or the will of Allah. They saw no contradiction in
their society. They were on the whole passive and skeptical
about making any change in their lives.

Once they produced a play and found their lives portrayed
in these plays, they became much more conscious of the
exploitation and victimization which was keeping them down.
More than that, they began to recognize that they could do
something about the exploitation and manipulation if they could
get organized. Part of this growing awareness was a heightened
self-confidence, an awareness that they could do something—



they could make a play and they could also organize to make
demands and fight against oppression.

In a few cases the workshop resulted in some immediate
action. For instance, one workshop was held in a fishing
community whose livelihood had been destroyed by the
damming of a river further upstream. The fishermen decided
to make their play about the land created by the silting of the
river, This land had been grabbed by the larger landowners in
the area, even though there is a policy in Bangladesh that this
kind of land should be given to fishermen. The play inspired
the fishermen to get organized and to occupy the land. There
was lots of resistance from the landlords but in the end the
fishermen prevailed and some of the large landowners had to
leave the area.

The Landlords Try to Co-Opt the Process

Instant action, however, is rare. The workshop is only
two weeks long and this is only enough time to get
organization-building started. While the experience does open
their eyes to the possibility of change and the importance of
organizing, it is too short to solidify a group. Once the
animateur leaves there is a power vacuum which the landlords
attempt to occupy. The landless remain heavily dependent on
them—for jobs and loans—and this dependence can be
manipulated.

In a few cases, the same landlords who have fought against
the workshops become the groups" new patrons once the
animateurs go. They offer to pay the groups and because many
of the landless are unemployed or have little income, it is
difficult to refuse these offers. In this way the landlords gain
control over the landless' weapon and turn it around to serve
their interests. The groups stop performing plays on their own
stories and put on plays commissioned by and paid for by the
landlords, plays on themes of romance or on projects which
fail "because the workers are lazy" or having other victim-blam-
ing themes.

In other cases landless drama groups have been hired by
government agencies for short-term contract work as propa-
ganda agents for government. These plays exhort peasants to
"plan their families" and "build latrines" (as if these
victim-blaming measures will on their own without structural
changes transform the livelihood of landless laborers) and to
"participate in self-help projects on canal building" (the
landless laborers do the work and the landlords, who can make
use of the irrigation canals, get the benefits).

What Comes Next?

Over the past year Aranyak has run twenty-five workshops
along these lines in over 100 villages. This experience has
demonstrated both the potential and the limitations of the new
approach. The shift from performing to animation has not only
magnified the impact of their work, reaching out to much larger
numbers, but it has also transformed the quality of the
interaction.

Up until a year ago Aranyak put on political plays for the
people—imposing their own understanding or perspective of
the world, relating to people in a didactic or "banking" way.
and limiting their encounter to one-off performances. Now they
are working with the people, building up the people's capacity
to put on plays and do their own analysis of their situation,
and starting a more sustained process of conscientization and
organizing.

The limitations are those of a process which is still being
developed. A single workshop is too short to build a self-reliant
landless organization. It needs follow-up. Aranyak is now
working on a follow-up program for these fledgling groups:

• encouraging groups in the same area to come together on a
regular basis to exchange experiences, skills, and ideas
among themselves;

• organizing regional and national festivals and workshops in
which landless groups can come together and plan the
development of a people's theatre movement;

• building contacts with other teams of animateurs working
in the villages like Proshika.

One of Aranyak's main concerns is to mobilize the
landless without building a dependence on Aranyak. As a
middle-class, urban-based group they recognize the limitations
of their organization and the vacillating potential of their team
members who may lose interest and drop out. They are also
aware of the possibility of their taking a leadership position
within the landless movement and later, because of their class
position, working against the interests of the movement. By
promoting horizontal contacts and mutual support among the
landless groups and by encouraging the development of
landless animateurs drawn from the groups they hope lo avoid
this dependence. As MECATE (the Nicaraguan peasant theatre
movement) is doing, they hope eventually to have the bulk of
animation work carried out by landless laborers.

In a sense their work is just starting. They now realize
that to make any significant impact they need to sustain an
animation program for ten years or more. At the same time
they recognize the real dangers and obstacles that lie ahead,
including the victimization and repression of cultural groups.
Finally, the links between the village-based work and the bigger
social and political events of the country remain to be worked
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Îllll̂ ^^ ^ 2 ^ 2
2^1 ^ 1 1 ^ 2 '£. n 3 O c w

w < a r» > -»> n
S rt -- * S. & 5

459nmui- vMii"1-
iisillUt i

# § &

12^2^12^
2 2

^ 2 ^ 3 3 ^ ^

^

3

2II^1^

I HIM !';§ i-3

if

Mm-!"
If: if 3 3:3

^ 5 ^ ^ ^ ^

^1
^̂ ^̂ ÎIÎ3 ^ ^
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