Using Participatory Methods such as Theatre for Social Change

We have facilitated the use of these methods in a verity of places, from community centres and local schools to universities and outreach centres.  Empowering people to create pieces of work that challenge stereotypes, deal with relevant issues and offer opportunities for change.  
We have used Theatre for Social Change with a wide range of participants, bringing people together who may never have had the chance. We have used these methods to bring refugees from places like Congo, Iraq, Afghanistan to explore life as a refugee, and mixing them with local Merseyside youths to build on education and understanding around what it is like to be a refugee.
Theatre for social change has been successfully used to explore topics such as bullying with primary school students; we have worked on integration projects between political refugees and local young people.  The method has also been used to explore knife crime, gun crime and anti-social behaviour with young people attending youth clubs in Kensington.  
Our most recent project has been designed to remove an existing barrier between local ‘older’ community groups and young people attending a local school in Picton.  We want to explore how relationships can be built, and how a community centre can benefit from the inclusion of communities both young and old, and what the two groups can learn from each other..
Participatory Theatre is an educational tool that steers us away from the typical method of speaking and listening classroom work. It creates an environment where everybody learns together, it gives people a chance to not only question ideas, but to also to make their own ideas a reality and investigate the potential outcomes.  The work spans from basic team building and inhibition breaking to politically and socially charged work around local and global issues.  
What is theatre for social change?

Theatre for Social Change is about …
“Questioning rather than giving answers, analyzing rather than accepting”

Theatre for social change can be broken in to these categories:

Image Theatre:
Image theatre explores ideas of oppression, scenarios, situations or just simple suggestions by creating still images using actors and non-actors. Once an idea is established one by one the learners add to this image to create a giant picture of whatever they want to represent. This then can have actions/sounds added to create a machine-like quality, which Boal refers to as the Machine of Oppression.

Improvisation Theatre:
Improvisation in its most simplistic term is ‘to make something up’. It is the creation of something from nothing, creating scenarios (whether they be still image or not) so we may investigate solutions and outcomes in a safe and controlled environment. It is a useful tool in the exploration of ideas instead of using mere discussion. 

Forum Theatre:
Forum theatre is the creation of a play called “the model” which is generally associated with a singular theme (usually an oppression or negative circumstance), the model follows one main character called (or Protagonist) through a course of events that always end with unresolved problems.  The protagonist usually ending up in bad a situation (i.e; involved in drugs, homelessness, etc).

After the play has been performed the audience is encouraged to watch again, however this time they can intervene in the action and take the place of the protagonist in order to change the outcome of the play for the better.  This then becomes a game between the actors who want to keep the play as it is and the spectator-actors (Spect-actors) who want to change the play for the better. 
“If we do not change the play the play will stay the same if we do not change the world the world will stay the same”
-Augusto Boal
Further reading and resources

Games for Actor and Non-Actors Second Edition

Augusto Boal (translated by Adrian Jackson)

Published 2002

Games for Actors and Non-Actors is an invaluable resource for any educator, workshop facilitator or community group leader.  As its title suggests the book is easily accessible by all, and is broken down in a way that favours casual reading and reflection.  It is not a rule book! Games acts as a guide to creating social change within people and groups through a vast variety of easily adaptable exercises and games.    

The Politics of Education: Culture, Power and Liberation

Paulo Freire

Published 1985

The Politics of Education is a great first stepping stone into the world of global politics and its relevance to Pedagogy (the art or science of being a teacher).  Freire found an immediate ally in Augusto Boal, and Boal has subsequently taken elements of his own work from the theories and practices of the late Freire.  

Improvisation

John Abbott

Published 2007

The book is a superb insight into the fundamentals of improvisation and the broad applications of the form.  The book is full of exercises and thoughtful anecdotes from its experienced author.

The Rainbow of Desire

Augusto Boal

Published 1995
The Rainbow of Desire is a handbook of exercises with a difference.  It is Augusto Boal’s bold and brilliant statement about the therapeutic potential of theatre to transform lives.  The book explores the internalised oppressions that we all carry with us, and offers us ways in which we can see them and deal with them.
If you would like any further information or are interested in progressing further with Theatre for Social Change and other participatory methodologies, then please do not hesitate to contact either Nick Blackhall or Jason Ward at the Liverpool World Centre.

Nick Blackhall

Email: nick@liverpoolworldcentre.org.uk

Jason Ward

Email: Jason@liverpoolworldcentre.org.uk
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Liverpool World Centre

Toxteth TV

37-45 Windsor Street

Liverpool

L8 1XE

Tel: 0151 708 6515

