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CRITICAL PEDAGOGY AND SOCIAL CHANGE:
THEATRE OF THE OPPRESSED
AS A FREIREAN APPROACH

di Francesca Aloi

ABSTRACT

This paper intends to explore the pedagogical potential of Augusto Boal’s
Theatre of the Oppressed as an approach for the promotion of educational pro-
cesses capable of activating local resources and favoring the construction of re-
silient social communities. In particular, here the intention is to analyze how this
approach, inspired by the critical/pedagogical thought of Paulo Freire, can stim-
ulate social inclusion and active citizenship while promoting development of new
professional competences for education professionals operating in contexts of
social fragility.

The aim is to show that Theatre of the Oppressed can facilitate spaces where
people enact their own power more fully, thanks to its participatory frame for better
understanding problems and exploring possible ways to confront them and even
overcome or transform the structures causing them. This paper concludes that
Theatre of the Oppressed’s specific embodiment of Freirean principles makes it a
particulatly innovative pedagogical approach, a collection of techniques educators
might combine differently depending on the situation.

Keyworbps: Freire, Boal, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Theatre of the Oppressed,
Social Change.

ABSTRACT

11 contributo intende indagare il potenziale pedagogico del Teatro del’Oppresso
di Augusto Boal inteso come approccio per la promozione di processi educativi che
attivino le risorse locali e favoriscano la costruzione di comunita sociali resilienti. Si
propone di analizzare come questo approccio, ispirato dal pensiero ctitico/pedago-
gico di Paulo Preire, possa favorire processi di inclusione sociale e cittadinanza attiva
e promuovere lo sviluppo di nuove competenze professionali per gli educatori che
operano in territori permeati da fragilita sociale.

Lo scopo ¢ mostrare come il Teatro dell’Oppresso possa facilitare spazi di
espressione grazie alla sua natura partecipativa che permette di analizzare le proble-
matiche, esplorando anche possibili modi di superarle a partire da una trasforma-
zione delle strutture che le causano. 1l contributo identifica il Teatro dell’Oppresso
come un approccio pedagogico particolarmente innovativo, grazie alla sua originale
messa in pratica dei principi freiriani e al suo repertorio di tecniche che gli educatori
possono utilizzare in modo diverso a seconda della situazione.

PAROLE CHIAVE: Preire, Boal, pedagogia degli oppressi, Teatro dell’Oppresso,
cambiamento sociale.
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1. Introduction

Despite the growing emphasis on the necessity to promote a more sus-
tainable society', social issues do not occupy sufficient space in the contem-
porary pedagogical debate (Reggio, 2010) and further research 1s needed with
respect to how to develop skills for a sustainable future.

According to the European Council, an essential tool in promoting quality
education, geared towards sustainable development, are the eight key compe-
tences for lifelong learning. All such competences share a set of foundational
skills, which should be promoted in the various educational contexts, among
which the main ones are «critical thinking, problem solving, teamwork, com-
munication skills |...] and creativity» (Consiglio dell’Unione Europea, 2018,
p. 7).

That said, in contemporary educational contexts, in particular in formal
education, it is frequent for approaches to be based on mere transmission
of knowledge rather than on the activation of new competences through
a bottom-up perspective (Cruz, Malafaia, Silva, & Menezes, 2019), and it is
similarly common for those approaches to be distant from ordinary vital ex-
perience (Dewey, 1910).

This situation has worsened with the Covid-19 emergency, which aggra-
vated situations of educational poverty and social marginalization (Save the
Children, 2020). The seriousness of these conditions, particularly in multicul-
tural areas such as urban suburbs, has highlighted the importance not only
of building resilient social spaces that enable quality educational experiences,
but also the need for training of operators working in such contexts and for
cooperation between academics and the third sector to contrast the risks as-
sociated with rising marginalization.

It is therefore urgent to rethink the current educational models, explozr-
ing approaches that go beyond mere transmission models, embracing new
approaches that are not isolated interventions but that favor the construction
of network processes between schools/tettitories/associations (Antonacci,
& Guerra, 2018).

This paper intends to contribute to this debate, which 1s key for contem-
porary education, by analyzing the pedagogical potential of Theatre of the
Oppressed (TO) as an approach that is not limited to stimulating reflection
but also has an objective of direct action for the transformation of reality
towards active citizenship (Boal, 2009).

Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed (first elaborated in English in his 1979
book of the same title) is inspired by, among other influences, Freire’s (2000)
book Pedagogy of the Oppressed.

' Agenda 2030, UN Spcs
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In his work, Freire provides useful insights into the idea of education
as understood throughout this paper. The three concepts of his pedagogy
which played a prominent role in shaping TO are: conscientization, the bank-
ing system of education, and praxis.

2. How can Theatre of the Oppressed be used to address and re-elaborate social issues?

Freire’s pedagogical approach is aimed at the formation of active subjects
by equipping them with the awareness and competences required in order to
transform their reality. His concept of praxis — from Old Greek: “action” —
insists on the idea that to overcome oppression it is necessary to reflect on it
and to take action against it in first person, thus assigning to the oppressed a
role as participant in their own liberation. As the Brazilian pedagogist (2000)
claims, «the oppressed must be their own example in the struggle for their
redemption» (p. 54).

In response to the need of education professionals capable of trans-
forming conflicts and difficulties into resources and opportunities for change
(Zoletto, 2012), particular attention will be dedicated to the analysis of one
among the theatrical techniques of TO called Forum Theatre (FT). FT 1s an
innovative technique capable of developing the skills necessary to manage
conflicts, allowing participants to experiment, in a “safe” context, different
strategies to overcome the problems identified.

Boal was deeply influenced by Freire’s work, and consequently, his poetics
of the oppressed focuses on action. The innovative, peculiar aspect of Boal’s
FT is that there are no passive roles, there is no one who receives a perfor-
mance passively, thanks to his tearing down of the wall dividing spectators
and actors, to create, in his words, “spect-actors”. His method for transform-
ing the audience from passive to active has four stages: Knowing the body,
Making the body expressive, The theatre as language, and The theatre as a
discourse (Boal, 1979). The first aims to make one aware, through a series
of exercises, of the social restrictions — e.g. occupation and social class —
which influence bodily expression. The second encourages communication
through the body, rather than through more common means of expression,
thanks to a series of games. During the third stage, theatre is experienced
by the participants as «a language that is living and present» (Boal, 1979, p.
102), instead of as a finished product. This stage consists of three parts, each
characterized by various degrees of participation by the spectators in the per-
formance. With the first degree, called Simultaneous dramaturgy, community
members, supported by a script, improvise a scene about a local problem
until there is a moment of “crisis” that requires solution. They then stop per-
forming and invite the audience to propose solutions, while simultaneously
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improvising different suggestions for the participants to express approval
or critique. With the second degree, Image Theatre, audience participants
are asked to “sculpt” their conception of a topic of common interest, using
the bodies of other participants as a means of representation, and then, in
silence, they are invited to “sculpt” those same people into their ideal vision/
solution for the same issue. After a discussion among participants, a third act
of “sculpting” aims to show a way to move from the current situation to the
ideal reality. F'T is the degree where participants are more involved. It consists
of a scene (often approximately 15-20 minutes) representing a social prob-
lem from the daily life in a community, to which participants, during a sec-
ond playing of the scene, are encouraged to propose alternative solutions by
physically replacing actors inside the scenario. The role of the trained theatre
team members is to support the spect-actors, asking them questions related
to the strategies offered. Finally, the last stage attempts to engage all people
present, for example by acting in a more “everyday life” setting rather than in
a theatrical scene, where participants are unaware of it being an act (Osnes,
2014). In the whole of this process, there is a facilitator, the “Joker” as Boal
calls them, whose role is s#pra action, not bound by the scene. A key ability
of the Joker is engaging the audience by posing relevant questions to which
participants offer their own answers and perspectives. This process requires
the facilitator/Joket to be able to stimulate voluntary patticipation while at
once shaking old certainties and questioning commonly held views, aiming at
the stimulation of community action (Boal, 1979).

FT 1s particularly relevant for the scope of this paper because, as ex-
plained above, it can be used as “a rehearsal for real life”, stimulating par-
ticipants to take action (Jackson, 1997, p. 48). In line with these ideas, 1 his
book Pedagogy of the Oppressed (2000), Freire proposes a pedagogy with a rela-
tionship between student, teacher, and society that is different from the one
currently 1 place. In particular, he questions the «“banking” concept of ed-
ucation» (Freire, 2000, p. 72), where oppressive educational systems consider
students passive and treat them like objects, simply depositing knowledge
mto their minds. In his pedagogy, Freire supported a new type of education
focused on problem-solving, which stimulates dialogue between students and
teachers and critical thinking;

The approaches of Freire and Boal, as presented in this paper, together illus-
trate how TO can be used to promote positive changes for marginalized people.

In line with the findings of Osterlind (2008), with reference to experienc-
es of FT in the school context, TO 1s a useful approach not only in revealing
individual habitus (Bourdieu, 1990) and social structures, but also in promot-

2 Bourdieu introduces the concept of habitus to desctibe how our thoughts and actions
are influenced by structural aspects which end up perpetuating the szazus quo.



104 Que viva Freire!

ing change in the social habitus of a community towards individual well-being,
understood as deeply connected with collective well-being. In contributing to
the definition of innovative training practices, the exploration of TO as an
approach in this paper is aimed at proposing the specific techniques under
the broader TO “umbrella” as methodological competencies cable of enrich-
ing the training of education professionals, thus filling the lack of “pedagog-
ical creativity” identified by Massa (2016) as a fundamental requirement for
an educator of professional excellence.

3. Active participation: from acting to taking action

Forum Theatre’s main characteristic is its ability to generate active
participation at every level of society. It can stimulate real engagement of
people thanks to its inclusive structure. Its prevalent means of commu-
nication are the body and action, and formal education is not a require-
ment to be able to participate; both of these realities remove barriers to
entry usually faced by the most marginalized and vulnerable people. In
addition, given the fact that FT requires active rather than passive partici-
pation, it promotes the development of critical awareness and conscious-
ness of one’s potential. This aspect is particularly important because, as
claimed by Osnes (2014), «this active engagement is necessary for any
kind of sustained social change» (p. 9). In these terms, FT can create
the essential conditions for real change to take place. That change would
be a transformation that requires what Freire refers to with the term
“conscientization”, describing it as «consciousness raising» and one that
consists in «learning to perceive social, political, and economic contra-
dictions, and to take action against the oppressive elements of reality»
(Freire, 2000, p. 35).

In addition, another feature of FT is that it not only stimulates active so-
cial participation but also requires the solutions suggested to be staged, and
this facet highlights the practical limits and the direct benefits of each sugges-
tion (Boal, 1979). For this reason, T is a valuable technique in analyzing all
the various aspects of proposed strategies to overcome social problems, thus
enhancing the probability of choosing the best ones.

Forum Theatre’s strategy reflects the perspective of Freire (2000), who
argues for a work with people rather than for them. In fact, it is essential to
facilitate F'T and not to lead it, thus leaving participants to self-identify their
problems, while intensifying their problem-solving capacity for the future.
Thanks to the fact that this methodology is locally informed, it can avoid the
widespread failure of other projects that do not adequately account for the
aspect of locality (Osnes, 2014).
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4. Subversion of dominant narratives

FT is a strong tool for questioning oppressive narratives widely held mn
certain societies. As Osnes (2014) suggests, «theatre can be an expression
that unsettles our current ways of life and helps citizens imagine new social
realities that are more just and equitable» (p. xvi1). Critical awareness, which
the active participation in FT stimulates, helps participants not only question
traditional values; it also helps them become more conscious that choices can
have an impact on one’s reality. As argued by Freire in his book Pedagogy of
Autonomy (2004), it 1s exactly in the possibility of deciding, of being free and
of making a choice which lies the necessity of ethics and, consequently, of
responsibility.

In this line, the act of imagining new social structures is the first and es-
sential step in transforming that very idea into reality. In this process, it 1s pos-
sible to subvert traditional power relations, stimulating a re-consideration of
established roles and values. Considering that cultural change can likely incur
resistance, the fact that this new envisioned social reality can be rehearsed in
a safe place allows for a reflection on its risks and benefits (Osnes, 2014). As
argued by Osnes, the particularity of theatre is that it is «not a violent force,
but, rather, a creative one, that is patient, inclusive, fun, messy, improvisation-
al, caring, alive, and — once unleashed to the majority — unstoppable» (p. 193).

5. Breaking the silence
Robert Chambers (2002) once said:

in roleplay and theatre there is a special license: the unsayable can be said; the hid-
den can be revealed; power can be mocked and made to laugh at itself. By acting
out situations, people can uncover and discover aspects otherwise overlooked and
unknown (p. 138).

In fact, this feature, typical of T, can stimulate marginalized and vulner-
able people to break the silence on their situations and take action against op-
pressive behaviors. In line with this and the educational approach supported
throughout this paper, Freire (2004) claims that a good educator is one who
1s able to transmit to the pupils the importance not only to get to know the
world they live in but also to get to know it while transforming it through
active intervention.

Furthermore, what renders 1 even more effective is its extremely direct
way of communicating, which creates the possibility for a fuller understand-
ing of complex social problems (Osnes, 2014). Thanks to this direct way of
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conveying messages and ideas, it makes situations of injustice and oppression
even more evident.

6. Possible limitations

Advocating for the ability of FT to create active participation does not im-
ply that one should not also consider its potential limitations. Turning to such
limitations, in fact, one may argue that it is also possible for local knowledge
to be used to reproduce local inequalities or to be exploited for outsiders’ own
gain. For this reason, as suggested by James Thompson (2004), 1t 1s important
for Forum Theatre’s facilitators to critically examine their own techniques.

Furthermore, it is essential to consider that participatory approaches
should also be aware of larger economic and political structures, which in-
fluence and constrain local participants’ possibilities for change, and which
should also be carefully challenged to try to avoid suffering oppressive na-
tional power structures. Finally, to effectively challenge power divisions, pow-
er relations must be analyzed. This analysis can be facilitated by TO.

7. Conclusion

To conclude, this paper has argued that TO can create active participation
in addressing and re-elaborating social issues. Thanks to its accessible and ad-
aptable nature, which can reach even the most marginalized, it can stimulate
the mmagination of new realities, leaving space for the analysis of possible
challenges and strategies in a safe context. As Osnes (2014) highlights, fun-
damental elements of FT include: «being improvisational; nonhierarchical:
facilitated — not led; work with a community not for a community; and finally,
capable of mncorporating a variety of knowledges» (p. 188).

By addressing structural problems, Theatre of the Oppressed stands out
as an approach both able to analyze oppressive situations and to propose
possible strategies, while also taking into account the holistic picture. As Da-
vid Mosse’s (2010) “relational approach” to poverty points out, it is crucial
to challenge social relations, because these, generally characterized by the ex-
clusion of certain categories of the population, are the factor which bound
poor and marginalized people in a state of exclusion — a state that not only
prevents them from the possibility to have a better future, but also negatively
impacts their self-esteem, leaving them void of reasons to take action. In line
with this idea, Freire (2004) identifies in democratic training a practice of pri-
mary importance in constructing a society with social and political solidarity
where everyone can “be more” (ser mais).
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