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A SUPPLEMENTARY INFORMATION GUIDE FOR TEACHERS, COMMUNITY WORKERS AND ACTIVISTS BY JESSICA BLEUER, M.ED, OISE/UT

WHAT IS POPULAR THEATRE AND WHO IS AUGUSTO BOAL?
Augusto Boal is a Brazilian visionary, theatre worker and activist, who created a series of social change techniques called Theatre of the Oppressed (T.O).   Theatre of the Oppressed is a form of community based education used to identify and examine social problems of importance. Theatre of the Oppressed uses theatre as a tool for transformation, community building and conflict resolution.  The United Nations has proclaimed Forum Theatre, the most common theatre of the Oppressed method as “an official tool for social change” (Mixed Theatre Company Website).

Augusto Boal further adds: “Perhaps the theatre is not revolutionary in itself; but have no doubts, it is a rehearsal of revolution!”

· Forum Theatre

Forum Theatre is a visioning exercise which allows communities to identify issues of importance, explore their complexities and develop action plans to transform these inequities.   In the forum, a group of people attempt to find solutions to a particular problem.  The group re-enacts a dramatization of the issue at hand, and solutions/improvements are sought and explored through role-play.

A STEP BY STEP GUIDE TO THE FORUM THEATRE PROCESS
Theatre of the Oppressed has many benefits.  It can be a strong public education tool, community organizer, a place for people to tell their stories, and for people who have been previously oppressed to find alternatives that they can then apply to real life.
Forum theatre can be a useful tool for community organizers, activists, teachers, conflict resolution workers, students and anyone interested in a creative approach to examining social issues and activism. 

This guide will give you a basic understanding of the forum theatre process, and is meant to be used with further training.  

Before commencing it is important to consider the ethical issues associated with forum theatre.  Please consult Julie Salverson’s work (noted in the Selected Bibliography section).  If you wish to learn more about facilitating or jokering a forum theatre workshop, please see the resource list at the end of this manual for different training opportunities. 

INTRODUCTION
When leading a forum theatre workshop it is helpful to introduce some of Boal’s most frequent sayings.  These sayings will set the tone for the workshop by delineating Boal’s philosophy.  

· “To do is the best way to say”.
Boal advocates that instead of talking about solutions, people should do things to change existing inequities.

· “Together we are stronger than we are alone.”
This saying is meant to create a sense of solidarity necessary for a successful workshop.  The quote speaks to the idea that collective which utilizes different people’s intelligence and skills maximizes the effectiveness of the discovered solutions.  In addition, searching for solutions collectively can be very empowering.

· “Theatre can be done everywhere, even in a theatre, and it can be done by everyone, even actors.”
This quotation is meant to acquaint the workshop participants with the accessibility of Theatre of the Oppressed. “Life is a stage,” we play roles in our everyday lives; we act one way with our partners, another way with members of authority, another way with our friends, children etc.  Although we are not professional actors if we work on an issue of importance to us drawing from our own life experience, the theatre we create will be realistic.  T.O is a tool accessible to all.  

These quotes can and should be repeatedly inserted throughout the workshop as appropriate.

THE SAFETY CONTRACT

Before commencing work of a personal nature, it is important to determine the rules of engagement by developing the safety contract.  

· Forewarn the participants that they are about to begin talking about stories of a personal nature, and together they will decide which guidelines should be put into place before proceeding.  

The groups I have previously worked with generally come up with ideas, such as “respect everyone’s opinion whether or not one agrees with what is said”, “use inclusive language,” “keep whatever occurs in the workshop amongst the workshop participants,” “do not use offensive language” etc.  Each facilitator may feel that it is necessary to add guidelines to the safety contract. I typically add  “Take risks,” and “Take care of ourselves”.  

Most people are not generally accustomed to exploring social issues in such a personal way, and this exercise may make people feel vulnerable.
· Ask your participants to take risks.

It is essential for people to asses the space of the workshop and to take care of themselves while taking risks. 

· Discourage people from delving into personal issues that are too fresh, too vulnerable, or not appropriate because of the group dynamic.  

· Ask people to assess the comfort they feel amongst the group before taking risks, and to take care of themselves when being vulnerable.

As a practitioner, one wants to help create a space that is safe enough for people to take risks.  One of the participants in a popular theatre research project says, “That’s what this project is about, ‘being safe enough to be dangerous’” (Butterwick, 2002, n.p).  The facilitator’s ultimate goal should be to help create a space in which all participants can feel like the above participant. 

WARMING UP

In the next part of the workshop, the facilitator leads the group through different warm ups that help create a team dynamic, induce fun, and get the participants ready to work outside their ordinary paradigms; the warm ups are meant to prepare the participants for the world of acting.  Augusto Boal calls this process demechanization.  The purpose of these exercises is for the participants to challenge themselves and to work in areas that they are not accustomed to, areas that may be outside of their “comfort zone”. 

Regular icebreaker games that get participants moving and feeling silly are excellent demechanization exercises.  Augusto Boal’s Games for Actors and Non-Actors provides an excellent source of theatrical demechanization exercises.  The amount of time spent on these exercises will depend on the time frame of the workshop.  Distribute time more generously for the upcoming sections.  In a two hour workshop, the warm ups should take no longer than ten to fifteen minutes.

SHARING STORIES
After warming up the facilitator will ask the participants to share stories about problems they have experienced in which they feel they have been treated unfairly.  The stories should be about recent problems they have yet to resolve. 

· Encourage people to share stories about issues that concern all of us, such as racism, sexism, homophobia, relationships with parents, colleagues, siblings, partners etc. 

· Remind everyone that they are operating in a fictional space, in which the group will have the opportunity to try out many different solutions to a problem ‘consequence free’. 

Be aware of the language you use.  The traditional language that Boal uses, terms like ‘oppressed’ and ‘oppressor,’ may not resonate with all workshop participants.  The word ‘oppressed’ is heavy and difficult to claim, it may lead some workshop participants to withhold from contributing.  For this reason, it is important to solicit stories by asking for them in many different ways, ie. “Talk to us about a problem you have faced and have not been able to solve… tell us a time when you feel you have been treated unfairly… when have you felt oppressed?”

CHOOSING A STORY FOR RESONANCE

After participants have volunteered their problems, stories of injustice or oppression, they need to collectively choose one story that they will focus on.  This is called voting for resonance.
· Ask the participants to vote for the story that they most want to see get resolved.

· Ask the participants to follow these guidelines when voting for the stories:

· Does the story resonate with me?  Is it of interest to the group?

· Does the story show an unsatisfactory outcome?

· Are there places for possible interventions?  

DESCRIBING THE CHARACTERS AND DIRECTING THE SCENE

Once the story is chosen:

· Congratulate the storyteller, for he/she has just become the director and main actor of his/her story, the protagonist of the story.

· Ask the protagonist to describe each character in the story.  These insights are character notes that will allow other workshop participants to act out the described characters.  The character descriptions also help the group understand the complexities of the story.
· Ask the protagonist to cast the play based on his/her own gut feelings about who could best portray each character from amongst the workshop participants; participant interest should also be used in the casting process.  

· Give the protagonist five minutes to direct the cast in a short version of his/her story.  The protagonist plays their own role and directs the others through their lines and character development.

· At this point you may want to call a five minute break for the rest of the workshop participants, or take this opportunity to answer questions about the work.

THE FIRST VIEWING: DEFINING THE PROBLEM

The workshop participants who are not acting become audience members, and the rehearsed five-minute skit is performed for them.  

· If the problem is not clear by watching the performance, ask the protagonist questions that will help clarify the exact nature of the problem.

· Congratulate the actors on a job well done; restate that the group has just been witness to:

“Theatre can be done everywhere even in a theatre and it can be done by everyone even actors.” 

It will amaze how realistically scenes can be portrayed by non-actors when the issue holds relevance for the participants.  

THE SECOND VIEWING: GETTING-INTO-CHARACTER
This viewing is called the “Getting-into-character” phase.  

· At this point the actors perform the skit again, but the audience emerges from its role as passive audience members and become what Augusto Boal calls spect-actors instead of spectators.  

· Encourage the spect-actors to yell “freeze” at any moment during the scene to ask questions of the actors on stage.

· Coach the actors on stage to respond in character. When they are finished responding, encourage the actors to continue on with the scene until the next question in launched.  

The purpose of this exercise is to help the actors get into character and to help the audience understand the multiple dynamics within the story more clearly.

THE THIRD VIEWING: INTERVENTIONS

· The play is shown for a third time.  

At this point, the group can be reminded of the quote: “To do is the best way to say”. This time, the spect-actors are encouraged to play an even more active role.  

· Summon the spect-actors to come up on stage and take the protagonist’s place, when they feel that the protagonist could have done something differently to alter the outcome of the scenario positively.   

If the proposed solution does not work, other spect-actors are invited onto the stage to attempt a different strategy or approach to make the story turn out better.  The interventions can begin at any point in the play (even before or after the particular scenario that is being enacted).  The only criterion is that the solutions presented are realistic. The other actors are to remain in character and to resist the proposed solutions as much as realistically possible.  

· Continually check in with the protagonist to ensure that the successful solutions being presented are realistic. 

If a solution is not found, it does not mean that the exercise has been futile.  

First, the exercise served as an exploration of a social problem in a community setting.  

Second, community was built around a common grievance, creating solidarity:  “Together we are stronger than we are alone”. 

Third, even if the antagonist(s) was not defeated, and the problem was not solved, Augusto Boal would say that the forum has helped reveal the antagonist’s arsenal of weapons.  

By making the antagonist respond to the variations the spect-actors propose, by making him/her perform the play multiple times, the repetitive nature of their task starts to wear them down and they start to let their guard down and we begin to understand the real reasons behind their oppressive nature.  So even if we have not been able to resolve the problem during the workshop, understanding the scenario better may give us further insight that can be applied to real life.  Many times solutions are found to problems in the real life setting after days of pondering over the forum theatre exploration.  

On another note: if the group is heterogeneous, there can be useful education and dialogue that happens between the different participants.  Forum theatre is an effective dialogue tool when working with inter-ethnic conflict groups, because it helps each group understand the other’s reality (See section on Workshop Particularities).  

THINGS TO WATCH OUT FOR

During the intervention phase, the protagonist may feel defensive.  The facilitator may notice that he/she explains why he/she did not employ suggested interventions, giving reasons such as ‘the particular moment was difficult/emotional/too fast’ etc.  Sometimes, protagonists will try to justify their perceived lack of aptitude in the conflict situation.  As a facilitator one may warn the protagonist that they may feel this way, and then remind the group that hindsight is 20/20 and the space the group is recreating is a representation of reality, much safer and thus more conducive to finding solutions than real life.  These warnings and disclaimers will help the protagonist relax and ease his/her potential for being defensive or overly judgmental towards him/herself.
LEGISLATIVE THEATRE COMPONENT

Legislative theatre is an extension of forum theatre.  If one were leading a legislative theatre workshop, one would proceed with the forum theatre as delineated above. Then, at the end of the forum theatre workshop, ask the participants if there is any law that could be put in place that would alleviate the injustice presented in the protagonist’s story.  

The facilitator then takes down the audience’s suggestions and the information is translated into legal language.  This new information is then ready to be presented to City Council in the form of a bill, and if it is passed the process has created a law created by the people themselves.  This technique is particularly exciting because it creates opportunities for people who are usually excluded from politics to become an integral part of politics.  During the time Augusto Boal was in office as city councilor in Rio de Janeiro from 1992-1996, he created 13 laws using this technique. 

CONCLUSION & DEBRIEFING
· Its always helpful to end a forum theatre session by asking the participants how they felt about it.  

· If a solution has not been found, ask the participants if they feel like they have wasted their time. This question allows the participants to reflect on their experience, and their answers are often very insightful.  Protagonists often talk about the validation they felt, and the satisfaction they felt sharing a social reality some people in the group would not have known about otherwise.  Participants may talk about learning sensitivity and information about a new social issue.  These are typical answers; however, answers vary with each group.  

·  Before the participants leave, always check in with the person who shared their story.  Its important to know that they found the exercise useful, and it gives the facilitator the opportunity to advise them to speak to support networks in the case that the exercise has stirred up any unresolved emotions.  They also may want to speak to the facilitator about any residual feelings they are experiencing because of the work.  

· Ask the group if there should have been any more specific statements added to the safety contract.

· Discuss with them the ethical issues of the work.  For more information on this topic and for anyone who considers leading forum theatre, I strongly suggest you look at Julie Salverson’s work (see Selected Bibliography section).

More information can be found about the role of the facilitator in Games for Actors and Non Actors, second edition p. 261. 

WORKSHOP PARTICULARITIES

Is it better to work with a homogeneous or heterogeneous group?
For the purposes of forum theatre, the term ‘homogeneous’ refers to a group that shares similar inequities or oppressions.  Thus ‘heterogeneous’ groups may be mixed in terms of race, gender, socioeconomic status, ability, age, health status, and other factors.  

Heterogeneous groups can dialogue and inform each other about their different lived realities.  In this respect forum theatre serves as a powerful public education tool with the potential of yielding transformative effects.  

However, if the audience is heterogeneous, the intervening spectator (the spectactor who takes the place of the protagonist to attempt to change the outcome of the scene,) may not actually share that oppression, and thus inadvertently antagonize rather than support the protagonist.  “This has sometimes alienated those spectators who do identify in actuality (not just in spirit)” (Cohen Cruz in Schutzman and Cohen-Cruz, 1994, p.114).  

Appropriation of voice may occur, and as a practitioner, one will have to navigate the difficult balance of validating the storyteller and choosing the parameters that will create the safest space possible for their vulnerability, while also producing an emotive dialogue between groups that has the potential for producing important social change.

CASE STUDY
When I worked at Peace Camp Canada with Israeli and Palestinian youth participants, there was a forum theatre scenario in which an Israeli male who was about six foot four, took the place (to attempt an intervention) of a four foot five Palestinian female who was being harassed by an Israeli soldier.  The Israeli youth towered over the actor playing the Israeli soldier, and he assertively told the Israeli soldier about his rights.  Of course, this was a magic solution that did not validate or help give voice to the original story teller by ignoring height, gender, and political power.  

As a facilitator, I asked the Israeli and Palestinian youth to debrief the situation and the Palestinian students quickly informed the Israeli students that it would be unsafe to take such an assertive position with an Israeli soldier, and that they would never in a million years even imagine attempting such an act.  A great public education service occurred as the youth became aware of each other’s realities.  However after the workshop was over the storyteller expressed that she was still angry with the exercise for she felt that the Israeli youth had minimized her experience and treated it trivially implying that she had not acted correctly.  The Israeli youth had employed an intervention that did not acknowledge the protagonists’ gender, height or civilian status, and thus she felt that she did not have the power to employ his intervention.  This is a demonstration of the complication of utilizing heterogeneous groups.

The balance is difficult to negotiate because the public education that occurred in the above scenario was priceless, but the protagonist claimed that she would have felt safer sharing her story in a solely Palestinian environment.  

HOW IS THIS WORK LINKED TO THE POLITICAL? 

Forum theatre is an excellent tool for starting with the people’s own experiences and linking them to larger themes. Augusto Boal maintains that the role of the joker is to pluralize the problems, use them as analogies, show the resonance, and show how problems are pluralized, while being sensitive to that it was one individual’s experience (Boal, 1998, p. 46).  

The Ontario Coalition for International Cooperation was able to do this for the youth component of the Global Citizens Forum in which links were made from people’s stories about racial profiling to larger issues of security, our relations with our neighbors and how we see ourselves as Canadians in the world.  A discussion about these connections ensued.

The following are comments by audience members of a Vancouver based forum theatre production about squeegee kids and homeless youth:

The Firehall Theatre rocked.  Laughter, anger, frustration and sadness filled the place, and a generosity of spirit came from both sides of the stage.  I was amazed at the professionalism of the performers.  It was exhilarating but disturbing evening.  Personally, I have to figure out what I’m going to do about the squeegee kids at Main and Terminal, an intersection I go through almost every day.  There’s no way I can look away, look embarrassed or fiddle with the radio.  That corner will never be the same again.

--Forum Theatre Participant from “Squeegee” 

Excerpted from Jo Ledingham’s Vancouver Courier, May 30, 1999 review

(Headlines Theatre Website).
Once in a while, a group of people will come together and present work that is truly visionary.  This does not happen often but when it does, it creates opportunities previously unseen.  Those involved with Squeegie have created many opportunities.  It is now up to the rest of the community to join in, seize the opportunities and make a real investment with respect to the next generation.”

--Angelo Lam M.S.W., Coordinator, Centre for Integrated Personal & Community Development, S.U.C.C.E.S.S (June 1999 (Headlines Theatre Website).
CONLCLUDING NOTES

Theatre is ACCESSIBLE.  Theatre, Boal argues, is “the repetitive acts of our everyday lives.  We perform the play of breakfast, the scene of going to work, the act of working, the epilogue of supper, the epic of Sunday lunch with the family, etc” (Boal, 11).  He goes on to say “we are all actors, we all act our parts in daily life-but few of us get the chance to act, to take action on a larger stage, at a decision-making level which can affect our and others’ lives”. (From Acting to Taking Action CD-ROM).

Theatre of the Oppressed – Resource List

Formaat-International T.O. networking organization

Holland

www.formaat.org
Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed – organizes annual Boal/Freire conference

Omaha, NE

www.unomaha.edu/~pto
T.O based Theatres/Centres:

Center for Theatre of the Oppressed Rio

Rio de Janeiro, Brazil

www.ctorio.com.br
Center for Theatre of the Oppressed Omaha

Omaha, NE

www.unomaha.edu/~paterson
Center for Theatre of the Oppressed and Applied Theatre Arts (CTO-ATA-LA)

Los Angeles, CA

www.ctoatala.org
Headlines Theatre

Vancouver, BC

www.headlinestheatre.com
Mandala Center for Awareness, Transformation & Action

Port Townsend, WA

www.mandalaforchange.com
Mixed Company

Toronto, Ontario

http://home.echo-on.net/~mixedco/

Stage Left Productions

Calgary, Alberta

http://www.stage-left.org/main.htm
Theatre of the Oppressed Lab (TOBLAB)

New York, NY

www.toplab.org
The Transformative Learning Centre (OISE/UT) Summer Institute 2005 is proud to announce the course:
Introduction to Popular Theatre
‘Introduction to Popular Theatre’ is an experiential course designed to
introduce educators, community workers, students and actors to democracy
theatre techniques, especially forum theatre, image theatre, and invisible
theatre. The course will show how theatre can be used as a visioning
exercise which allows communities to identify issues of importance,
explore their complexities and develop action plans to transform these
problems. Techniques will be rehearsed, case studies
reviewed and ethical issues discussed. The course will end with an
opportunity to practice newly acquired popular theatre skills at a public
showcasing on Sunday evening.
No experience necessary. Experience welcome.
June 16-19, 2005
Course Instructor: Jessica Bleuer
Course Schedule:
Thursday, June 16th , 6:30-9:30 pm
Friday, June 17th , 6:30-9:30 pm
Saturday, June 18th, 10:00 am-5:00 pm.
Sunday, June 19th 10:00 am-5:00 pm
Public Showcasing of Skills: 
Sunday, June 19th, 6.30-8.00 pm.

Place: Transformative Learning Centre, Ontario Institute for Studies in Education
252 Bloor Street West. Room to be announced.
Regular Registration Fee (before April 31st): $125 per participant
Late Registration Fee (after May 1st): $175 per participant
Jessica Bleuer has led over twenty democracy theatre workshops in various
different settings across Canada, the United States and Northern Ireland:
from universities; non-governmental organizations; high schools; group
homes; a refugee house; and a mental health resource centre; to community
centres in Belfast working with Catholic and Protestant youth; and peace
camps working Greek and Turkish Cypriot youth; and Israeli and
Palestinian youth. She has also directed many popular theatre
performances on the intersecting issues of racism, class, sexism,
sectarianism in Northern Ireland, anti-Semitism in the Southern United
States and the Israeli Palestinian conflict. Ms. Bleuer has trained with
Augusto Boal in New York, and with Julian Boal in Montreal.
For more information about the course, send an email to
jbleuer@oise.utoronto.ca 
To register, call 416 923 6641 X 2595 or send an email to
tlcentre@oise.utoronto.ca
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