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In 1992, Augusto Boal, founder of the globally influential repertoire of 

performance techniques known as Theatre of the Oppressed, was elected as a vereador, 

essentially the equivalent of city councilor in Rio de Janeiro, Brazil.  Boal and his office 

staff used theatre as their primary method for collecting citizen input about legislation.  

His term lasted from 1993 to 1997, and his office shepherded thirteen bills to their 

successful passage as law.  

This dissertation examines three twenty-first century Legislative Theatre projects, 

all drawing on techniques from Boal’s initial Legislative Theatre project but staged in 

North America.  The case studies include Practicing Democracy, a 2004 production by 

Headlines Theatre in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, a project that directly 

engaged the Vancouver City Council; a Legislative Theatre workshop facilitated by 

Augusto Boal and his son Julian Boal as part of the pre-conference of the annual 

Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed Conference in Omaha, Nebraska, in May 2008, 
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an event that culminated with a performance in the Omaha City Council Chambers; and 

The Eye & Tooth Project: Forum Theatre on the Death Penalty, a 2009 workshop and 

performance in Austin, TX, exploring how participants could practice lobbying skills 

through theatre. 

 With these three theatre processes as examples, I explain how using Forum 

Theatre as the primary method for Legislative Theatre constructs citizenship as a process 

of collective knowledge-building.  These projects stage citizenship as a collaborative act 

through which citizens gather to teach each other about their experiences with policy. 

Each production differently constructs performance as a “think tank” epistemology—an 

embodied way of building and transferring knowledge about legislation.  I describe how 

Legislative Theatre think tanks dismantle traditional discourses of “detached” expertise 

by constructing citizens themselves as experts.  In the process of making these larger 

arguments, this dissertation also addresses a variety of practical questions useful for 

future practitioners of Legislative Theatre:  How was each project designed?  What were 

its goals?  How did the creators apply performance toward those goals?  How and why 

did they forge connections (or not) with lawmaking bodies?  For what communities 

might the projects have been more or less accessible?   
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Introduction 

Adapting Boal’s Legislative Theatre: 
Producing Democracies, Casting Citizens as Policy Experts 

 
“At the point of encounter, there are neither utter ignoramuses nor perfect 
sages, only people who are attempting, together, to learn more than they 
now know.” 
 
       —Paulo Freire 
 
“To be a citizen is not to live in a society; to be a citizen is to transform a 
society.” 
 
       --Augusto Boal1 

 

In 1992, Augusto Boal, founder of the globally influential repertoire of 

performance techniques known as Theatre of the Oppressed, was “accidentally” elected 

as a legislator in Rio de Janeiro.  The Rio Workers Party had asked Boal to run for the 

post of vereador in the Chamber of Vereadores, essentially Rio’s equivalent of what 

would typically be called a city council in North America.  Boal would never actually 

win a vereador position, key party members had promised.  Winning, they said, was not 

the endgame; gaining visibility for the party and for Boal’s theatre group was.  Boal, 

however, did win, and his post provided him an opportunity to merge his interest in 

politics with his vocation, theatre.  In Legislative Theatre (1998), Boal writes, following 

his council term, “I am a lawmaker who has never made a law!!!!” (105).  Boal refers to 

                                                        
1 Education philosopher Paulo Freire, to whom I will return later in this introduction, eloquently describes 
above what it means to have a dialogic educational encounter (90). Theatre theorist and practitioner 
Augusto Boal, whose theory is at the center of this project, has made this statement about citizenship 
several times, including during the opening ceremonies of the 2007 and 2009 Pedagogy and Theatre of the 
Oppressed conferences.  
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his attempt to further democratize theatrical practices and legislative processes by coining 

and developing a genre of performance known as Legislative Theatre.  Throughout Rio 

de Janeiro, Boal and his staff brought their theatre techniques to bear, assembling citizens 

into nuclei, groups defined by common geography and/or shared interest.  Each nucleus, 

aided by a facilitator known in Boal parlance as “the joker,” created theatre through 

which citizens articulated social concerns and suggested legislative actions.  The joker’s 

task in Theatre of the Oppressed is “to facilitate, but not control, the theatre event” 

(Babbage 143).2  Boal, his jokers, and his other vereador office staff members used 

interactive theatre as their primary method for collecting citizen input about which 

problems called most urgently for legislative attention.  Boal’s term lasted from 1993 to 

1997, and his office successfully shepherded thirteen bills (all, Boal says, inspired by 

citizen suggestions) through the Chamber of Vereadores legislative process to eventual 

passage as law (Boal Legislative 102-104).3  

Boal explains the goals of social change that are central to his theatrical arsenal in 

his famous statement in Theatre of the Oppressed: “[P]erhaps the theatre is not 

revolutionary in itself, but it is surely a rehearsal for the revolution” (122).  In Legislative 

Theatre, Boal implies, theatrical engagement provides an immediate, visceral opportunity 

to rehearse explorations of what humans can and cannot change on their own, and an 

opportunity to discover when and how the force of law will be necessary to help improve 

citizens’ lives.  All legislation Boal proposed grew out of suggestions from constituents, 

but for Boal to claim that he has never made a law is only partially accurate; however 

                                                        
2 Among Theatre of the Oppressed practitioners, “to Joke” or “to Joker” are commonly used verbs. 
3 I elaborate on Boal’s initial Legislative Theatre project later in this introduction.  
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democratic his processes of gathering information, Boal—not his constituents—still 

proposed the laws.  Nevertheless, Boal’s recollection of his inaugural Legislative Theatre 

project inspired many artists.  Since Boal’s vereador tenure, a handful of performance 

projects (some involving Boal’s consultation, some not) around the world have been 

advertised as Legislative Theatre, but other projects have not been initiated by legislators 

(an opportunity specific to Boal’s post). 

 Because Boal and others have written about his inaugural project, I am actually 

more interested in how Legislative Theatre has been adapted following Boal’s initial 

work and in places other than his native Brazil. Using a case-study model, I examine 

three twenty-first century, English-language Legislative Theatre projects, all staged in 

Western, industrialized nations.  The case studies include Practicing Democracy, a 2004 

production by Headlines Theatre in Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, a project that 

directly engaged with the Vancouver City Council; a four-day Legislative Theatre 

workshop facilitated by Augusto Boal and his son Julian Boal as part of the pre-

conference of the annual Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed Conference in Omaha, 

Nebraska, in May 2008, a project that culminated with a performance in the Omaha City 

Council Chamber; and The Eye & Tooth Project: Forum Theatre on the Death Penalty, a 

2009 workshop and performance in Austin, TX, exploring how participants could 

practice lobbying skills through theatre.4  

                                                        
4 I italicize the titles of the Legislative Theatre plays themselves, but I opt not to italicize when I am 
referring to the entire performance projects, which often involved other workshops and legislative 
conversations in addition to the formal stagings of the actual rehearsed plays.  For example, when I italicize 
Practicing Democracy, I refer to the brief play at the heart of the larger project by Headlines Theatre, and 
when I do not italicize the same title, I refer to the longer, several-month process of community 
engagement that involved both preparation for the performance as well as its legislative aftermath. When I 
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 All of these projects addressed subjects with deeply felt material consequences for 

people’s lives.  Practicing Democracy focused on the results of welfare and social service 

cuts for those living homeless and/or in poverty in the city of Vancouver.  The Omaha 

performance featured five short scenes on urgent subjects: state-sponsored torture, health 

care bureaucracy interfering with patient care, workplace gender discrimination, the 

effects of racial and economic segregation on education, and the human consequences of 

U.S. immigration law enforcement.  In Austin, The Eye & Tooth Project explored the 

state of Texas’s well-documented zeal for capital punishment and focused on how 

participants could hone their abilities as activists against the death penalty. 

 I approach each of my case studies at a different moment in its timeline.  With 

Practicing Democracy, I examine the project after the fact from a scholar’s perspective. 

For the Omaha project, I participated in the workshop and performance but did not play a 

leadership role.  Finally, though I did not design The Eye & Tooth Project, I served as co-

coordinator and co-facilitator for its Austin branch.  My roles as a scholar, theatre artist, 

and activist informed my research questions, which balance practical and theoretical 

concerns.  I asked: How is the project designed?  What were its goals?  How did the 

creators apply performance toward those goals?  How and why did they forge 

connections (or not) with lawmaking bodies?  What practical and ethical lessons can each 

project offer artists who, like me, want to design their own Legislative Theatre projects?  

                                                        
italicize The Eye & Tooth Project: Forum Theatre on the Death Penalty, I am referring to the public Forum 
Theatre event only. When I do not, I am referring to the larger project constituted by the workshop and the 
performance.  
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 Despite the differences between the projects, their common thread is that they all 

deploy Boal’s practice of Forum Theatre as their primary method.  Forum Theatre is one 

of the two core techniques of Theatre of the Oppressed (or as Boal maintained, part of the 

“trunk” of the tree of Theatre of the Oppressed, of which the more specialized practice of 

Legislative Theatre is a branch).  In Forum Theatre, a short play featuring an oppression 

of some kind is performed once the whole way through.  Directly following that first 

performance, the players start the performance over.  During the second run, spectators 

are invited to become “spect-actors” by stepping onstage, intervening in place of 

struggling characters, and rehearsing a variety of alternative choices and outcomes.  

 While each chapter contains a discreet thesis, several arguments organize the 

dissertation as a whole.  First, I argue that using Forum Theatre as the primary 

methodology for Legislative Theatre constructs citizenship as a process of collective 

knowledge-building.  These projects stage citizenship as a collaborative act through 

which citizens gather together to teach each other about their experiences with policy and 

about how legislation might be changed in the interest of justice.  Second, I suggest, 

particularly in Chapters One and Two, that these projects construct performance as a 

“think tank” epistemology—an embodied way of building and transferring knowledge 

about legislation.  Legislative Theatre hopes to deliberate policy by considering keenly 

felt material realities.  In other words, the case studies attest to the potential usefulness of 

performance as policy research.  I highlight some of the remarkable similarities between 

performance discourses and think tank discourses.  Such similarities make me hopeful 

that Legislative Theatre might increasingly be received by those in the fields of policy 
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and theatre as a valid think thank practice, but specifically one for think tanks that pursue 

citizen-driven agendas, rather than agendas fueled by corporations and big-budget 

conservatism (as is often the case with such organizations in the United States).  

 Third, I argue that each project dismantles traditional discourses of rational 

expertise by constructing citizens themselves as experts on how the stakes of 

policymaking are felt in their daily lives or in the lives of other people they know.  As I 

explain later in this introduction, historically, think tanks have defined expertise within 

rigid definitions of what does and does not count as knowledge, and with the expectation 

that “legitimate” expertise will be articulated with a so-called rational, detached 

demeanor.  Legislative Theatre think tanks define expertise differently.  All three projects 

feature scenes that probe how policies (or the need for more or different policies) shape 

people’s lives.  These theatre events jettison the presumption of “detachment” and 

“rationality” by welcoming and even inviting intense emotion as part of a legislative 

conversation.  

 The fourth and final strand of my argument harnesses elements from the other 

three to make a larger claim about how Legislative Theatre enacts democracy.  I will 

explain how the social networks and temporary communities formed by these projects 

offer examples of Legislative Theatre’s potential to reaffirm and/or strengthen political 

commitments.  In particular, I suggest Legislative Theatre can strengthen commitments to 

the democratic tradition within liberal democracy.  

 Before moving on to explain my theoretical frame, I want to address my personal 

investment in this project.  Had I not enrolled in graduate school for theatre studies, I 
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would likely have pursued a career as a public secondary school educator, a political 

scientist, or an elected public servant.  Little wonder, then, that the culminating project of 

my graduate work would straddle the three fields that matter most to me: the performing 

arts, education, and politics.  While I identify with many labels—scholar, teacher, artist, 

writer, organizer, activist, and eager institutional gadfly—activist is perhaps the identity 

that best encompasses how I approach the world.  Dissatisfaction comes naturally to me, 

and I tend always to assume that nothing is as it should be.  I always imagine that a 

better, more just, more equitable arrangement is possible in any situation.  Those 

personality traits help explain my attraction to Boal’s work.  Boal believed, perhaps 

above all, that theatre can help us imagine the distance between the “world as it is” and 

the world “as it could be” (Games 243, emphasis his).  He also hoped that theatre could 

help us rehearse how to at least partially bridge the gaps between the two.  Like me, he 

loved to think in the subjunctive mood: What if?  

  As is the case for many other artists, I first learned about Theatre of the 

Oppressed as an undergraduate theatre major, as a junior at Muhlenberg College in 

Allentown, Pennsylvania.  I found Boal’s enthusiasm contagious, and I envied the naked 

hope and optimism he conveyed through his propensity to punctuate with multiple 

exclamation points.  I love reading Boal for the same reason I love listening to the Irish 

rock band U2; each admits to optimism in what I experience as a largely cynical world.  

Almost nine years later, I still find Boal’s writing energizing, but my relationship to his 

work has changed in both positive and negative ways, through my own experiences 

studying with him in workshops, as well as my increased exposure to other scholars’ 
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critical engagements with Theatre of the Oppressed.  My interest in the work is stronger 

than ever, but it is now fueled by a constantly evolving mixture of ambivalence and hope 

about Theatre of the Oppressed’s ethics and efficacy.  I hope this dissertation hums with 

that ambivalence.  Boal died while I was writing this project.  In person and on the page, 

I was fond of him.  His son Julian is now my friend.  Writing about the work of people 

who have been influential in your life always presents a challenge.  I try to answer that 

challenge with rigorous, nuanced analysis of the problems and possibilities of Legislative 

Theatre as practiced by Boal, as practiced by others, and as practiced by me.   

 In addition, I think it is important to specify two particular arguments I am not 

trying to make about Legislative Theatre and theatre in general.  I am not imposing a 

hierarchy in which Legislative Theatre is somehow “more political” than other forms of 

theatre that do not explicitly attempt legislative change.  All performances have political 

consequences, even those whose ideologies essentially preserve the status quo.  In 

addition, many forms of performance do important cultural work toward dismantling 

oppressive hegemonic arrangements in law and in culture, without overtly connecting 

themselves to legislators or policy change.5   

 I am also not arguing for theatre’s superiority over other modes of social, 

political, or legislative engagement.  Boal maintains that Theatre of the Oppressed “is 

founded on the conviction that theatre is the human language par excellence” (Legislative 

Theatre 7, emphasis his).  I do not share that conviction.  Rather, I regard theatre as one 

                                                        
5 Political theorists Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe describe hegemony succinctly. In a hegemonic 
arrangement, they explain, “a particular social force assumes the representation of a totality that is 
radically incommensurate with it” (Laclau and Mouffe x).  
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of many possible languages for communication, one that, like any other language, 

performs different cultural work depending on who embodies it, where, to whom, and for 

what purpose.  I have no investment in proving that theatre is the best, or most capacious, 

form of civic engagement (as if that could ever be proved in any case).  Theatre happens 

to be the form of civic engagement that brings me the most joy and most aligns with my 

passions and skills.  I believe it has enormous potential as one way of communicating 

with legislators and building knowledge and community around urgent policy concerns 

and other political commitments.  

 

Producing Democracies 

 In The Democratic Paradox (2000), Belgian political theorist Chantal Mouffe 

makes the case that modern liberal democracy (the kind that exists in most countries that 

call themselves democracies today, including the United States and Canada) features an 

inherent, constitutive tension between the values of liberty and equality.  More 

specifically, Mouffe argues, the liberal tradition of valuing individual rights and freedoms 

stands always partially at odds with the democratic tradition of valuing equality among 

citizens and popular sovereignty (4).  This tension, however, Mouffe says, should not be 

regarded as something to be resolved. Indeed, it cannot be eliminated; it “can only be 

negotiated in different ways” (5).  The tension between liberty and equality will “only be 

stabilized through pragmatic negotiations between political forces which always establish 

the hegemony of one of them” (5).  Mouffe argues that recent decades have installed 

hegemonies of neo-liberalism in most modern western democracies; those hegemonies 
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often emphasize individual freedoms at the expense of equality among citizens.  Neo-

liberal hegemonies, Mouffe says, have been naturalized by the fact that many people who 

would have identified as part of a leftist politics have given themselves over to the 

euphemism of “third way” politics or “center-left” politics, falsely suggesting that the 

tensions between right and left over liberty and equality can be transcended in favor of a 

“ruling from the center” mentality that will answer the needs of everyone equally.6  

 Mouffe’s elaboration of the neo-liberal hegemonies of liberal democracy informs 

my arguments about Legislative Theatre in several ways.  First, all three projects I study 

serve as spaces for coalition-building among individuals concerned about the extent to 

which the institutions and governments that regulate their lives actually value equality 

among citizens (particularly in terms of equality of access to resources and access to 

justice).  While the individuals participating in these Legislative Theatre events were not 

politically homogenous in terms of their philosophies and affiliations, the three projects 

created spaces for reaffirming activist commitments close to the hearts of many who 

would describe themselves as members of an often-discouraged political left.7  In my 

three case studies, Legislative Theatre projects enacted collaborative knowledge-building 

and social networking between many people interested in challenging some of the social 

circumstances naturalized by neo-liberal hegemonies.  Furthermore, within the 

communities gathered around the projects, participants’ opinions diverged, and the 

                                                        
6 Mouffe associates the euphemism of the “center-left” or “third way” particularly with politicians like 
former British Prime Minister Tony Blair and former U.S. President Bill Clinton. (She would arguably 
characterize current U.S. President Barack Obama as a perpetrator of the “third way” as well, given his 
consistent adoption of “center-left” rhetorical and governing strategies.) 
7 In a few instances, however, as I will show, these projects verged on left/progressive self-congratulation, 
arguably promoting self-satisfaction at the expense of more nuanced analysis.  
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atmosphere of Forum Theatre often opened a space for those participants to negotiate 

competing visions on a variety of issues.  As they wrestled with the tensions between 

individual needs and desires and group needs and desires, participants rehearsed and 

explored some of the very tensions Mouffe suggests are at the heart of liberal democratic 

citizenship.   

 Canada and the United States, the two national locations of the case studies in this 

dissertation, enact democracy differently (Canada in the form of parliamentary 

democracy and the United States in the form of representative democracy).  Canada, 

unlike the United States, does not work as often in a two-party system polarity. 

Nevertheless, both Canada and the U.S. are typically classified as liberal democracies, 

sites where the values of equality and individual liberty, in irresolvable tension, animate 

democratic decision-making.  In Vancouver, for example, the participants of Practicing 

Democracy publicly staged their critique of a neo-liberal worldview that argues for the 

reduction of social services in the interest of cutting costs and reducing the size of 

government.  Each of the Legislative Theatre projects I describe differently examines 

how government structures can over-emphasize the individual rights of some people over 

others in ways that downplay the priority of equal access to resources.  This is not to say 

that rights are not important, which none of these projects suggest.  Instead, in one way or 

another, these projects consider who has more or less access to opportunities to use their 

rights to secure more resources.   

 Because Legislative Theatre projects aim to increase the number of accessible 

avenues for shaping policy, I also consider the boundaries of the democratic public 
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spheres generated by the performances in each case study.  In this area Mouffe and fellow 

political theorist Nancy Fraser play key roles in shaping my approach, particularly 

through their interactions with the democratic public sphere theory of German 

philosopher Jürgen Habermas.  In The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere 

(1962), Habermas describes the emergence of a critical-reading public in 18th century 

Europe as “the abstract counterpart of public authority”—private persons engaging in 

reasoned discussion together about matters of supposedly public concern (23).  As even 

Habermas himself noted, the bourgeois public sphere excluded many people (particularly 

along lines of class and gender).  These exclusions occurred despite the connotation of 

openness in the German word for “public sphere”: offentlichkeit (Warner 47).  But even 

in his later work on “deliberative democracy,” Habermas has repeatedly maintained the 

theoretical possibility that there could be a public sphere where political decisions could 

be “reached through a process of deliberation among free and equal citizens” using a 

process of rational consensus that resolves the tension between liberty and equality 

(Mouffe 81).  Mouffe, however, counters that such a consensus is not only an empirical 

impossibility but a theoretical one as well.  One political force or another always defines 

the boundaries of what is considered rationality.    

 Fraser agrees with Mouffe, rejecting Habermas’ assertion that there have been 

historical moments and places in which (at least bourgeois) persons could pursue “an 

ideal of unrestricted rational discussion of public matters” (113).  Access, Fraser argues, 

is not merely a matter of “the presence or absence of formal exclusions.  It requires us to 

look also at the process of discursive interaction within formally inclusive public arenas” 
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(118).  She further clarifies, “Here we are talking about informal impediments to 

participatory parity that can persist even after everyone is formally and legally licensed to 

participate” (119).  Community-based theatre scholar John Fletcher asserts, too (vis a vis 

Mouffe), that any democratic body is outlined by acts of exclusion, but “[b]oundaries per 

se are not the problem. What becomes important . . . is to specify the nature of these 

exclusions” (193).  Fraser urges attending to how even “formally inclusive public arenas” 

contain (and are built upon) discursive hierarchies that limit access for some people more 

than others (118).  I combine Fraser and Fletcher’s attention to democratic accessibility 

with Michael Warner’s public sphere theory as I form my final core questions related to 

democracy:  If, as Warner suggests, publics are constituted through address, “organized 

by nothing other than discourse itself,” how does each project’s structure shape who does 

(and does not) have access to that project’s public sphere(s) (Warner 67)?  In other 

words, where possible, I try to trace some of the formal and informal impediments to 

participation in these Legislative Theatre projects.  Who, I ask, was more or less 

welcomed by the circumstances of a given production?  More specifically, Warner 

explains that, “when people address publics, they engage in struggles . . . over the 

conditions that bring them together as a public” (Warner 12).  I describe moments when 

participants struggled over different ideas about how Legislative Theatre should work, 

what democracy looks like, and the purpose of gathering to do Legislative Theatre in the 

first place.    

 Finally, while I agree with Mouffe about the need for a strong, invigorated left at 

the heart of liberal democracy, I also do not want to romanticize democracy, as a term or 
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as a practice or political arrangement.  In the United States in particular, the word 

democracy—itself a floating signifier—daily transforms to fetish, at once erotic and holy. 

It was, of course, “in the name of democracy” that “America and Britain set out to bury 

Baghdad in its own rubble” (Dunn 13).  In one way or another, all three of the 

productions I investigate in this study assign largely positive valences to the term 

“democracy.”  In Against the Romance of Community (2002), Miranda Joseph takes a 

cultural studies approach as she critiques the often monolithically positive associations 

people have with the term “community.”  Joseph opts not to support or reject community 

but to account for the socio-historical circumstances of its appeal.  She asks, What is 

satisfying about community?  What social systems do we shore up when we consume 

feelings community facilitates?  She acknowledges the galvanizing potential of 

community, citing it as the “the whole reason that community is interesting at all”: that it 

“generates not an attitude of ‘whatever’ but rather the strongest of passions” (xxx). 

Ultimately, she examines community as a fetish, as a discursive deployment “invoked as 

an unequivocal good” (vii).  I strive to resist the similar assumption of the word 

democracy as an “unequivocal good.”  I examine how each project constructs democracy 

differently.  

 My resistance to shoring up democracy as a global panacea feels especially 

important in light of my location in the overlapping fields of Theatre of the Oppressed 

and community-based theatre.  I classify all three projects I study here as community-

based theatre, according to Jan Cohen-Cruz’s representation of community-based art as 

“a field in which artists, collaborating with people whose lives directly inform the subject 
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matter, express collective meaning” (Local Acts 1).  In Local Acts: Community-Based 

Performance in the United States (2005), which surveys a field of community-based 

theatre that flourished in the United States in the 1960s and 1970s, Cohen-Cruz traces 

how, “[o]ver time, community-based performance has become less about homogeneous 

communities and more about different participants exploring a common concern 

together” (Cohen-Cruz 3).  The projects I examine fit more readily into the latter model 

of community: participants of different backgrounds and identities gathering to examine 

an issue that interests them—but an issue for which the stakes might vary drastically 

across the assembled group.  

 It has become commonplace for many community-based practitioners—

sometimes myself included—to say they are attempting to “democratize” the spaces in 

which they work.  Or often many of us will suggest that one of the virtues of our work is 

that it contributes to “a more vibrant democracy.”  My concern with uses of the word 

democracy in these cases has to do with definitions and specificity.  As Raymond 

Williams and John Dunn identify respectively in Keywords: A Vocabulary of Culture and 

Society (1985) and in Democracy: A History (2005), the term democracy has transformed 

in many times and places, served many purposes, and described many different kinds of 

rule and structures of civic engagement.  Democracy is arguably one of the most 

overburdened words in the English language, yet often those working and writing in the 

fields I have mentioned above use the word as if its value were self-explanatory—

something that maybe we cannot always fully cultivate in theatre workshops and 

performances, but still a virtue toward which we should strive.  
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 Sonja Kuftinec, Jan Cohen-Cruz, and John Fletcher are a few examples of 

scholars who attend rigorously to democracy in their writing on community-based 

theatre, but other writers, theatre facilitators, and cultural workers have parsed the term 

“community” at great length while parsing “democracy” far less.  In the anthology 

Performing Democracy: International Perspectives on Urban Community-Based 

Performance (2004), editors Susan C. Haedicke and Tobin Nellhaus have collected 

important contributions to several fields, but in their introduction they take pains to mark 

community as a contested term, while largely taking democracy for granted.  Their 

introduction assumes “democratic purposes” on behalf of a “we” of community-based 

practitioners (5).  They write of community-based theatre: “[I]t has the sociopolitical goal 

of democratization and strives to use democratic means and processes of operation, that 

is, to act democratically.  And by enacting democratically constructed theatrical fictions, 

sometimes in places where democracy and even safety scarcely exists, community-based 

performance aims to make democracy a reality” (8-9).  In these examples, democracy is 

not just a key term; it is a title term, yet its positive connotation is largely assumed.   

 At the 2008 Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed Conference, Augusto Boal, 

who long held democracy as one of the goals of his theatrical work, said: “I believe in 

democracy, but I believe that it is a dream that you have.”  He added, “We know that 

democracy has never existed on the face of the earth. . . . Democracy is a very beautiful 

dream that we have and then we have to go, to try, go get that dream to be true.  But it 

does not exist.”  Democracy is “a utopia, but that’s why we are alive, to go after utopias, 

to go after dreams, not to reach them but go after them all over and over again.”  During 
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the workshop that led to that Legislative Theatre performance, Boal described Forum 

Theatre, suggesting that “it is in the Forum that everyone is able to act democratically.”  

In Forum, he elaborated, “everyone can participate” and “has the space to say what they 

want.”  While many authors have complicated these claims, I still regularly encounter 

Forum participants, practitioners, and scholars who believe that Theatre of the Oppressed 

facilitation can create a “safe space” in which the structures of outside worlds can be 

forsaken, much like Habermas’ notion of deliberative democracy posits a theoretical 

world where all discussants can interact freely.  Part of my attention to access in this 

project arises from my worry about what is at stake when facilitators and/or participants 

conflate democracy with equal access, as Boal sometimes did.  When democracy and 

access are considered inextricable, discursive and material oppression can become 

naturalized in a Forum Theatre process, with the word democracy hanging in the air as a 

kind of taunt, as if to say:  “Everyone here is welcome to speak or act. Why don’t you 

feel comfortable doing so?”  It neglects the multiple vectors of power and oppression that 

structure a theatre workshop space even when everyone is supposedly invited to 

participate freely and without self-censoring.   

 

Casting Citizens as Policy Experts 

 Because each of the projects I study uses performance to shape relationships 

between individuals and their government(s), the term “citizenship” arises frequently.  A 

discussion of how these projects frame the practice of citizenship, however, begs further 

examination of what “citizen” and “citizenship” mean.  As many scholars and artists have 
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noted, “citizen” and “citizenship,” like democracy, are nothing if not semiotically loaded, 

tinged by overlapping and competing meanings and deployed to a staggering variety of 

ends.  Historically, these words have summoned and structured connections between an 

individual and a state.  Historian Derek Heater offers that, more so than other forms of 

socio-political identity, citizenship “defines the relationship of the individual not to 

another individual . . . or a group . . . but essentially to the idea of the state” (2).  And 

even within such an understanding of citizenship as necessarily invoking state 

membership, ideas about what citizenship might simultaneously promise and demand are 

wide-ranging.  

 The word “equality” also tends to be associated with citizenship, as do notions of 

inclusion and exclusion.  Historian Veit Bader asserts that citizenship, in its etymological 

history, “always meant the exclusion of non-members” (2).  Cultural studies scholar 

Lauren Berlant has written persuasively about how citizenship might be most 

productively regarded as an “index” for, among other things, “witnessing the processes of 

valorization that make different populations differently legitimate socially and under the 

law” (20).  Berlant pays particular attention to how contemporary notions of U.S. 

citizenship index belonging along perceived lines of sexuality, race, class, age, and 

gender.  Canadian education scholar Jacqueline Kennelly’s observations about citizenship 

education echo Berlant’s analysis, especially Kennelly’s point that “when a good citizen 

becomes one who is successful within the global marketplace, one does not have to look 

far to see who is not a good citizen” (547).  In other words, Kennelly suggests, 

interpellation into citizenship can shore up insider/outsider divisions by valuing citizens 
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who grease the wheels of existing global capital distribution and neo-liberal hegemonies. 

In light of such complexities, as with democracy, I avoid romanticizing citizenship as an 

identity or a practice.  

 Instead, this project regards citizenship as a vexed term that, in and of itself, is 

neither positive nor negative.  Few terms in the discourses of democracy and civic 

engagement shape-shift more readily than citizen and citizenship, and, as theatre scholar 

Jill Dolan has noted, “[w]e can’t just blithely take up the terms of democracy or civic 

responsibility without engaging them in rigorous critique” (“Rehearsing” 9).  My 

analytical approach is similar to the one community-based theatre scholar Sonja Kuftinec 

describes when she says, “In general, I am less concerned with pinning down either 

‘culture’ or ‘community’ than with looking at how they are enacted and negotiated 

through community-based practices” (10-11).  Additionally, Kuftinec, Karen Mitchell, 

and Harry Brod, co-editors of the Text and Performance Quarterly special issue on 

performing citizenship (2009), write in their introduction to that issue that “[t]o address 

the question of citizenship through performance” is to ask:  “How does it mean to be a 

citizen?” (Mitchell, Kuftinec, and Brod 203, emphasis theirs).  Rather than assuming 

citizenship as inherently value-filled, I consider the verbs that Legislative Theatre think 

tanks attach to citizenship.  

 I evoke the think tank here for a variety of its connotations.  As policy scholar 

Donald E. Abelson notes, think tanks have historically been difficult to define, and have 

become even more so as they have proliferated internationally.  The phrase “think tank” 

came into common use in the United States during World War II, when it referred to “a 
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secure room or environment where defense scientists and military planners could meet to 

discuss strategy” (Abelson, Do Think Tanks 8).  But think tanks as they are known in 

contemporary parlance—sites dedicated in some way or another to policy analysis—date 

back to somewhere roughly between the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning 

of the twentieth (Abelson, “The Business” 216).  

 Most relevant to my work are the ways that conceptions of think tanks have 

changed—especially in the U.S. but also in many other countries—over the course of the 

latter half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first.  Political science 

scholar Diane Stone implies that early think tanks have been imagined by some policy 

scholars as largely apolitical bastions of specialized knowledge.  In this respect, the 

discourses surrounding think tanks have often naturalized a hegemony of expertise.  The 

content and especially the tone of Andrew Rich’s description of Progressive Era think 

tanks aligns with this conception; he says such institutions “embodied the promise of 

neutral expertise” and “sought to identify government solutions to public problems 

through the detached analysis of experts” (205).  Rich goes on to lament that think tanks 

have become more ideological and polemical than they once were.  As Stone notes, 

however, one should beware turns that, like Rich’s, reify a “false ontological divide 

between knowledge and power that denies the inherently political nature of research” (4).   

Such ontological divides depend on a detachment of the person from the product he or 

she produces (knowledge), and they assume that the most just, most effective policy 

recommendations come from so-called rational experts.  
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 Legislative Theatre is the antithesis of the rational, detached model of knowledge 

production.  By its very nature, Legislative Theatre attaches the breathing, emotionally 

rich (far from detached) body to the function of the think tank.  It suggests people’s 

everyday lives install expertise in their bodies even as it also deconstructs hegemonic 

notions of expertise.  In the production processes I examine, participants articulated their 

legislative desires through performances that might traditionally be dismissed as 

emotionally over-wrought or naïvely hopeful or too “biased” by personal anecdote or 

experience.  Legislative Theatre welcomes the anecdotal, welcomes hope, and welcomes 

participants to think with their whole bodies, rather than falsely sectioning off the brain 

from the rest of the body in a Cartesian duality.  How, I ask in this project, does the 

particular dramaturgy of Forum Theatre affect the nature of the knowledges felt, shared, 

and produced in Legislative Theatre’s embodied think tanks?   

 While I am inspired by the extent to which each project validates personal 

experience as a site of policy-related knowledge, I also do not want to celebrate 

uncritically the category of experience.  As Charlotte Canning argues in Feminist 

Theaters in the U.S.A.: Staging Women’s Experience (1996), the performance of personal 

experience can have tremendous political value.  Just by virtue of its public staging alone, 

it can mark and destabilize the hegemonies that have naturalized some people’s lives as 

public and others’ lives as private.  For that reason, for example, the performance of 

experience onstage has been, as Canning’s book documents, a crucial element of feminist 

theatre practice, challenging traditions of marking men as public and women as private. 

Canning cautions, however, that recognizing the value of performed personal experience 
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does not mean that experience as a category should be above critical interrogation. In this 

project, I highlight some of the positive and negative consequences of personal 

experience as a site of policy knowledge.  I also try to trace whose experiences and 

perspectives appear to be more or less legitimized by each performance process.  

 

Roots of Theatre of the Oppressed 

 Understanding some of the issues explored by scholars of Theatre of the 

Oppressed requires at least a cursory knowledge of how Boal’s personal circumstances 

influenced the development and global travel of his techniques.  In the sections that 

follow, I offer sketches of especially significant periods of Boal’s life and explain the 

Theatre of the Oppressed techniques I will reference over the course of the rest of this 

project.  Boal’s autobiography Hamlet and the Baker’s Son: My Life in Theatre and 

Politics (2001) and Frances Babbage’s edition of the Routledge Performance 

Practitioners Series, Augusto Boal (2004), have helped scholars and practitioners piece 

together a picture of how the political and social contexts in which Augusto Boal lived 

influenced his theatre-making.  Born and raised in Brazil, Boal first trained as an 

industrial chemist (Hamlet 114).  In his early twenties, he traveled to the U.S. to continue 

his chemistry studies at Columbia University.  While in New York, Boal was exposed to 

some of the theatrical influences that would inflect his work, taking courses in Ancient 

Greek theatre, Shakespeare, modern drama, directing, and playwriting (Hamlet 123). 

Upon returning to Brazil in 1955, he assumed a position as in-house director and 

playwright of the Arena Theatre in Sao Paulo, where he staged both classic and original 
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plays and musicals (Babbage 11).  There Boal developed “the Joker System,” a form of 

dramaturgy that would eventually lead to Forum Theatre.  In “the Joker System,” one 

member of a theatre group performing a play functioned as a “wild card.”  He or she 

could interrupt, comment on, and/or revise the plot to explore the play’s “implications 

and relevance” (Babbage 14).8  

 During the 1960s, Brazil endured two military juntas, one in 1964 and another in 

1968.  By 1967, many theatre artists—including Boal and his Arena colleagues, who 

often embedded political critique in their productions—had become targets of aggression 

and censorship enforced by the military and its sympathetic right-wing groups (Babbage 

14-15).  In 1971, Sao Paulo police arrested Boal and several other high-profile Brazilian 

artists for their theatrical practice, citing their work as “crimes against Brazil” (Babbage 

15).  The Department of Political and Social Order held and tortured Boal for three 

months before he was eventually released, thanks in part to the outcry from many artists 

around the world who signed a petition against his imprisonment (Babbage 15-16).   

 Though acquitted of all charges, Boal was forced into exile following his release. 

This period of exile was key for Boal’s evolving understanding of power relationships 

between performers and audience.  Spending the first several years of his exile in 

Argentina, he began to develop the techniques for theatrical dialogue that would later be 

known as Theatre of the Oppressed.  While at Arena Theatre, he had already begun to 

work with some of Brazil’s most impoverished citizens as part of a larger movement to 
                                                        
8 For a clear explanation of the original “Joker System,” which differs in some key ways with the practice 
of the Joker in Boal’s later Forum Theatre work, see Bowman 139-151. Unlike Forum Theatre, the Joker 
System did not invite audience interventions in the onstage action; instead the actors and the Joker 
themselves merely commented on the action. Bowman summarizes, “the Joker System is a flexible formula 
for adapting and staging extant texts as well as for developing new ones” (139).  
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tour theatre to economically disenfranchised audiences through the Centers for Popular 

Culture (in both urban and rural environments) throughout Brazil (Babbage 17).  Those 

experiences helped Boal develop a critique of the notion of “bringing” messages to solve 

the problems of an audience, particularly politically agitational messages, which often 

were featured in the Arena Theatre plays performed as part of the Centers for Popular 

Culture movement.  

 In a well-rehearsed anecdote, Boal recalls how a peasant named Virgílio in 

Northeast Brazil influenced his conception of what theatre should (and should not) 

accomplish.  Boal encountered Virgílio following a performance of an agitation 

propaganda play that Arena Theatre had toured to a small village.  The play called for 

revolution of the peasants against the nearby landowners. Boal’s recollection of his 

encounter with Virgílio is worth quoting at length; many have cited it as a foundational 

moment for Theatre of the Oppressed.  

A peasant farmer, Virgílio, moved to tears and enthused by our ‘message’, 

asked me to come with the cast and our guns and set off with his 

companheiros to fight against the hired thugs of a ‘colonel’ who had 

invaded their lands.  Taken by surprise we replied that they had 

misunderstood us: the guns were make-believe, stage props which 

couldn’t be fired, and that only we, the artists, were the genuine article. 

Without hesitation, Virgílio told us that if we really were genuine we 

needn’t worry—they had guns enough for us all.  We should just come 

and fight at their side. We were ashamed at having to decline this new 
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invitation—an invitation to really fight rather than just talk about fighting. 

We told him we were genuine artists and not genuine peasant farmers.  It 

was then that Virgílio pondered the fact that when we, the genuine artists, 

talked of giving our blood for a cause, in fact we were talking about giving 

their blood, the peasant farmers’, rather than our artists’ blood, because we 

would go back to our comfortable homes. . . . Before that encounter we 

were preaching revolution for abstract audiences. . . How should we speak 

to this [sic] real people?  How could we teach them what they knew better 

than us? (Hamlet 194, emphasis his).  

It would be almost ten years more before this exchange between Boal and Virgílio would 

concretely alter Boal’s practice.  Only when he was in exile, working in Peru and 

Argentina, did Boal begin to develop specific techniques for engaging with the issues of 

power and representation Virgílio raised.  

 Part of that shift toward what we now know as Theatre of the Oppressed arose out 

of Boal’s increased exposure to Brazilian pedagogical theorist Paulo Freire, author of 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1970), whom Boal had met in the 1960s during his time at 

the Arena Theatre and whom he greatly admired.  Later, in 1973, while working on the 

theatre branch of a large-scale literacy project in Peru, Boal began to employ Freire’s 

ideas more explicitly.  Freire is best-known for his critique of the “banking” concept of 

education, a model in which students passively receive information poured into their 

heads by teachers constructed as experts (Freire Pedagogy 72).  In 1970, Freire wrote 

that, in systems following the “banking” model, “[e]ducation is suffering from narration 
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sickness” (71).  Pedagogy of the Oppressed argued that the ailment of narration sickness 

could be at least partially cured through a model in which students participate actively in 

their education and, through a genuine dialogue with teachers, gather the critical tools 

that help them approach their world and to dissect its power relations.  As Babbage 

synthesizes, “Freire argued that knowledge comes from learning to perceive social and 

economic contradictions and feeling empowered to take action against elements of 

oppression” (19).  Freire has called the process he advocates both “co-intentional 

education” and “problem-posing education.”  Those terms have come to signify situations 

in which teachers and students attempt to learn from one another.  All have expertise to 

share, and, in theory, teachers and students build knowledge together. Put another way by 

Freire, “[t]hrough dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher 

cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with students-teachers” (Freire 

80).  

 It is important to note that, despite the value of Freire’s work, many feminists 

have critiqued it for sexist language and for constructing what feminist theorist and social 

activist bell hooks refers to as “a phallocentric paradigm of liberation, wherein freedom 

and the experience of patriarchal manhood are always linked as one and the same” (49).  

hooks agrees with much of the critiques of Freire’s sexism but also hopes that critique 

will not keep those interested in restructuring power relationships from realizing the 

value of Freire’s work.  hooks eloquently offers: “To have work that promotes one’s 

liberation is such a powerful gift that it does not matter so much if the gift is flawed.  

Think of the work as water that contains some dirt.  Because you are thirsty you are not 
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too proud to extract the dirt and be nourished by the water” (50).  Like hooks, I find value 

in Freire’s work despite the deep limitations of his language.  Freire’s educational 

critiques have profoundly shaped my sense of the value of citizens co-creating knowledge 

about policy, rather than merely waiting for knowledge to be delivered by politicians or 

policy wonks.   

 As Boal developed Theatre of the Oppressed, he drew parallels between Freire’s 

“banking” concept of education and the notion of spectators as receivers of a 

performance, likening the students of the ‘banking’ concept with the audience of a play. 

Both traditions of interaction, Boal suggests, invite complicity from observers.  In his 

analogy, students passively observe the performance of the teacher, and theatregoers 

passively observe the performance of the actors.  In his first book, Theatre of the 

Oppressed (1974), Boal especially critiques Aristotelian drama, echoing Bertolt Brecht 

(an influence Boal sites often) that such drama is “coercive” in its attempt to sweep the 

reader up into the narrative, masking its ideologies by encouraging identification with its 

protagonist (as opposed to inviting the spectator to engage critically with the narrative). 

In a famous passage of Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal articulates what he calls “a 

poetics of the oppressed” (emphasis his), in which the spectator “delegates no power to 

the character (or actor) to act or to think in his place; on the contrary, he himself assumes 

the protagonic [sic] role, changes the dramatic action, tries out solutions, discusses plans 

for change—in short, trains himself for real action” (122).  “In this case,” he adds, in the 

famous statement I mentioned earlier, “perhaps theatre is not revolutionary in itself, but it 

is surely a rehearsal for revolution” (122).  Boal proposes that spectators revolt against a 
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dominant model of theatrical practice by intervening in the action they might normally be 

invited to observe only.  In this way, he suggests, spectators become “spect-actors” and 

ideally rehearse ways to counter or even dismantle oppression.  

 Boal has often been taken to task for his oversimplification and even misreading 

of Aristotelian dramaturgy (Babbage 45-51), as well as other theatre theory and history, 

particularly in Theatre of the Oppressed.  For instance, Boal scholar Paul Dwyer argues 

that “Boal, like Brecht, first constructs—and then demolishes—the ‘Aristotle’ he needs in 

order to suit his own rhetorical purposes” (“Theoria” 635).  Boal assumes a binary 

between active and passive spectators that rarely reflects the realities and nuances of 

many people’s theatrical experiences.  For example, here Boal stitches together a grossly 

simplistic narrative of theatre history:  “In the beginning there was dithyrambic song: free 

people singing in the open air.  The carnival.  The feast.  Later, the ruling classes took 

possession of the theater and built their dividing walls.  First, they divided the people, 

separating actors from spectators: people who act and people who watch—the party is 

over!” (Theatre 119).  I and many other people who object to that oversimplification still 

practice Theatre of the Oppressed because we agree with its basic premise that 

performance can provide an embodied method for learning about and transforming 

oppressive power relationships.  

 

Theatre of the Oppressed Core Techniques: Image Theatre and Forum Theatre 

 Image Theatre and Forum Theatre comprise Boal’s core techniques; all three 

Legislative Theatre projects in this study engage both of those bodies of exercises.  Here I 
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provide summaries as points of reference for later discussion of both techniques.  Image 

Theatre is typically done in workshop settings; no one watches from a formal audience. 

Participants sculpt their own bodies or the bodies of others in response to given prompts. 

For example, in the exercise, “Multiple Images of Oppression,” participants sculpt just 

that, exploring their divergent interpretations of the contested term “oppression.”  In 

another exercise, “Image of Transition,” participants transform images of oppression by 

sculpting “an ideal model” or multiple images of an ideal model (Boal Games 185).  In 

ideal models, the oppression being explored by the group is theoretically removed, and 

then participants are encouraged to make an image or images of what would need to 

transpire to make that ideal image possible.   

 Boal initially developed his Image Theatre techniques during his years in exile, 

while working with populations in diverse locations across South America.  Often there 

were language differences between him and the communities with whom he collaborated 

(and between the community members themselves) (McElvany B1).  Image Theatre, 

Boal hoped, might help bridge communication gaps caused by a lack of shared 

vocabulary, while also mining the body’s richness as a theatrical signifier.  “[I]n order to 

really understand a message, it is important to receive and send it in different languages. 

An image is one of those possible languages” (Boal Games 176).  Dwyer cautions, 

however, that Image Theatre and other Boalian practices can often imply that “enactment 

is worth more than speech, as if bodies ‘speak more’, and more accurately, than mere 

words” (“Making Bodies Talk” 200).  Depending on how a facilitator frames Image 

Theatre, it can sometimes reinforce the inaccurate assumption that body language is 
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“universal,” rather than culturally constructed and every bit as variant and capable of 

mistranslation as spoken language. 

 Image Theatre techniques often provide some of the raw material for Forum 

Theatre scenes.  The arrangements of bodies can spark the construction of a narrative that 

then leads to what Boal calls the anti-model, the scene in which a spect-actor intervenes. 

In Forum Theatre, the anti-model “must present a mistake, a failure, so that the spect-

actors will be spurred into finding solutions and inventing new ways of confronting 

oppression” (Boal Games 242).  The anti-model might be performed in a realist style, 

valuing fidelity with how humans interact in “real” life.  It could also be performed in 

other styles, symbolism or expressionism, for example.  The entire process is facilitated 

by the joker, who explains Forum Theatre and poses questions to help participants 

interrogate the onstage action as well as the solutions proposed through intervention.9 

Boal stayed away from the term facilitator, however, to avoid the accompanying 

connotation of making a task easier, more facile.  He often said he hoped the joker would 

be a “difficultator,” someone who always complicates, rather than simplifies, the verbal 

and embodied discussion that happens in a Forum Theatre session.  

 When a spect-actor intervenes in a Forum Theatre scene, the other actors 

improvise in role, pursuing the same objectives that drove them in the original anti-

model.  “The actors,” Boal explains, “will try to bring the piece to the same end as 

before” (Games 243).  “In other words,” he adds, “the actors stand for a particular vision 

                                                        
9 Babbage synthesizes the Joker’s function: “to mediate between actors and spectators and in all ways 
possible assist the latter’s participation within the dramatic action. Boal has described the joker as a 
‘midwife’ whose task is to facilitate, but not control, the theatre event” (143).  
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of the world and consequently will try to maintain that world as it is and ensure that 

things go exactly the same way . . . at least until a spect-actor intervenes and changes the 

vision of the world as it is into a world as it could be” (Games 243, emphasis his).  This 

interest in moving from the indicative mood to the subjunctive mood—from what is to 

what could be—permeates all the texts and practices of Theatre of the Oppressed.  

 

Theatre of the Oppressed in Global Circulation  

 The performances I examine happened far away from the context of Boal’s initial 

Legislative Theatre project, hence the title “Adapting Boal’s Legislative Theatre.”  In 

Chapters One and Three, the artists worked without collaboration with Augusto Boal. In 

Chapter Two, we see how Boal and his son adapted his own techniques to the context of 

a short skill-building workshop.  All three projects adapt aspects of Boal’s initial 

Legislative Theatre to circumstances in which the artists are not themselves legislators.   

 Scholars and practitioners have debated the implications of Boal’s techniques 

traveling (with or without him) across myriad contexts.  The emphasis of Theatre of the 

Oppressed shifted and expanded many times during Boal’s career, and many of those 

shifts reflected Boal’s personal trajectory—where he lived and with whom he worked. 

Perhaps the most theoretically and practically significant move for Theatre of the 

Oppressed came in 1976.  That year, Boal essentially transported Theatre of the 

Oppressed from South America to Europe and, in the process, raised many questions that 

also apply to my study.  After five years in exile in Argentina, Boal, his wife Cecilia, and 

their two sons Fabian and Julian moved to Europe—first Portugal, then France, where 
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Boal took a position as a lecturer at the Sorbonne.  Many artists in Paris wanted to study 

with Boal.  He quickly found, however, that the shift in location from South America to 

Europe called for adjustments of old techniques and the creation of new ones.  More 

often than not, in South American contexts Boal had worked with relatively homogenous 

groups of people in extreme poverty and/or living under intense political repression. 

During his time in Europe, the populations with whom he collaborated were more 

socioeconomically heterogeneous, and he found himself perplexed as to how to proceed 

when confronted with the oppressions of relatively bourgeois, middle-class lives: 

Living first in Lisbon, then in Paris, I worked for some fifteen years in 

various European countries, with immigrants, teachers, men and women, 

workers born in these countries, people who suffered oppressions with 

which I was well acquainted in Latin America: racism, sexism, intolerable 

working conditions, insufficient wages, police abuses of power, and so on. 

But in these Theatre of the Oppressed workshops there also appeared 

oppressions which were new to me: ‘loneliness’, the ‘impossibility of 

communicating with others’, ‘fear of emptiness’.  For someone like me, 

fleeing explicit dictatorships of a cruel and brutal nature, it was natural 

that these themes should at first seem superficial and scarcely worthy of 

attention.  It was as if I was always asking, mechanically:  ‘But where are 

the cops?’ Because I was used to working with such concrete, visible 

oppressions (Boal Rainbow 8).  
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Boal was at first tempted to reject the notion that these oppressions actually were 

oppressions.  He eventually rethought his position, acknowledging how internalized 

oppressions bear destructive consequences, too, and can still feel “real” even when not 

embodied by cops or guns or powerful landlords.  

 As a result, Boal began to expand his techniques to explore circumstances in 

which individuals were oppressed not so much by economic hardship or “cops in the 

street” but by “cops in the head” (Babbage 23).  Boal explains the branch of Theatre of 

the Oppressed techniques developed in response to those “cops in the head” in his book 

The Rainbow of Desire (1995).  Rainbow of Desire techniques explore internalized 

oppressions that are more difficult to attribute to specific human oppressors—and the 

roots of those internalized oppressions in larger social systems.  In essence, Rainbow of 

Desire’s exercises investigate psychological oppressions and their sociological roots. 

Boal’s transition to Europe offers an illustrative example of how Theatre of the 

Oppressed has often shape-shifted to respond to its location.  

 “Exporting” Theatre of the Oppressed in the way Boal did, however, has invited 

anxiety from some critics.  Several of these scholars point out that Boal’s Theatre of the 

Oppressed work in Brazil was originally designed to examine stark, dire oppressions in 

which oppressors and oppressed were often easily recognizable.  What, then, of using 

those techniques (as the projects I examine do) in places with relatively better economic 

health and where participants have (relative) political agency?  Many of the ethical issues 

scholars have discussed in relation to Boal’s transition to Europe have also been applied 

to Theatre of the Oppressed in North America.  For example, David Davis and Carmel 
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O’Sullivan have argued that Boal’s work on both of those continents has involved far too 

much exploring of bourgeois, individual needs rather than substantive revolution of social 

systems (188).  Several scholars have also rightly questioned how geographic, historical, 

and cultural differences are negotiated when North American practitioners take up 

techniques Boal initially designed in light of extreme poverty and repression by specific 

military governments.  For Theatre of the Oppressed, as with any export, “intercultural 

translation is not simple” (Schutzman 141).  By the early 1990s (and even before), Boal’s 

“techniques themselves had become the site of intercultural conflict” (Schutzman and 

Cohen-Cruz 5).  Sharon Green asks:  “For what revolution, then, are North Americans 

rehearsing?” (48).  Green’s question could be asked in relation to my project as well. The 

populations involved in each performance or workshop reflect relatively heterogeneous 

social groups in which distinctions between oppressors and oppressed are often less clear, 

at least when compared with Boal’s early projects.  Are the problems being examined too 

“bourgeois” to be analyzed through the language of oppression because the projects take 

place in North America?  

 My response is that Green’s question is only partially valid.  On the one hand, 

Green and other scholars are right that one should avoid eliding differences between 

oppressions.  Power analysis becomes less potent if you do not take what Julian Boal 

calls “a global view” when defining oppression; that is, not all difficult power 

relationships might accurately be described as oppression, and not all oppressions are of 

the same degree (McElvany B4).  Yet plenty of North Americans might have reasons to 

desire revolution, revolution might mean different things in different contexts, and plenty 
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of South Americans might deal with internalized, even bourgeois oppressions.  I do not 

regard North American projects as inherently less ethically sound just because they 

happen in relatively rich liberal democracies.  I worry about investing too much in pat 

binaries between the so-called “First World” and the so-called “developing” or “Third 

World.” For example, theatre scholar Bruce McConachie warns about the dangers of 

North American participants coming to the conclusion (through Theatre of the 

Oppressed) that they are “as systematically oppressed as any third-world subaltern” 

(158).  Such language can rob both the locations constructed as the “third world” and 

those constructed as the “first world” of their complexity.  Brazil contains both extreme 

wealth and extreme poverty as well as the oppressions that attend those polarities.  So, 

too, does Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, the location of my first case study.  

Casting “real” oppression as something that happens outside North America bolsters 

dangerous narratives of North American exceptionalism, discouraging analysis of 

systemic oppressions and masking the need for social change in North America.  

 As Theatre of the Oppressed practitioners David Diamond and Lib Spry have 

separately demonstrated, Boal’s techniques can make nuanced power analysis possible by 

considering a spectrum of oppression, often by shifting away from oppressor/oppressed 

binaries and sometimes even by moving away from the language of oppression altogether 

(Diamond 43-67; Spry 171-184).  While the language of oppressor and oppressed 

circulated in each theatre process I examine, in this project I am less interested in the 

oppressor/oppressed binary per se than I am in power—specifically, how power operates 
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as Legislative Theatre participants struggle together (and against one another) over 

developing policy.   

 As Boal’s techniques have moved from one environment to another, several 

writers have also questioned whether a heterogeneous audience or a homogenous 

audience is better for doing Forum Theatre work.  In his early days, Boal typically did 

Forum with groups gathered together as a result of an identified shared experience: living 

in the same neighborhood, working at the same company, attending the same religious or 

educational institution, etc (Boal Games 241-242).  That way, at least theoretically, all 

participants would relate to a Forum about the oppression being examined.  Boal scholar 

Frances Babbage elaborates on presumptions about identification that have often 

underpinned Theatre of the Oppressed practice.  Of Forum Theatre she offers: 

Boal is inviting spectators to become the protagonist—albeit briefly and 

partially—and, for many, the willingness to do this is dependent on having 

themselves ‘felt like that’ at some time in their own lives.  If the spectators 

cannot identify with the protagonist, they will struggle to replace her 

effectively (45). 

Heterogeneous audiences, Babbage suggests, make Forums less effective because they 

make it more difficult to create a protagonist with whom the whole audience will identify 

enough to intervene.  

 While Boal does not set clear rules about who can be in the audience of a Forum 

or who can intervene as a spect-actor, he discourages “the theatre of advice,” in which a 

person who has not experienced the same oppression as the protagonist steps into the 



 

 
 
 
 

37 

protagonist’s role and tells/shows oppressed parties what to do via “evangelical theatre” 

(Games 269).  In other words, he worries about interventions in which people who have 

not suffered the oppression depicted in that Forum assume they can preach to other 

participants about how to solve the problem.  If you are engaging in the theatre of advice, 

as articulated by Boal, you do not have direct experience of an oppression but give others 

advice about how to solve it.  

 If the legitimacy of one’s intervention, however, hinges on the level of 

identification or empathy, who is going to police what counts as empathy or 

identification?  Both terms can mean many different things to many different people. 

Does identification mean that participants will step in only if they have lived the same or 

similar circumstances as the protagonist?  If they perceive that they have lived the same 

circumstances?  If they have witnessed similar circumstances?  If they can imaginatively 

inhabit those circumstances or emotions without having lived them?  Individuals identify 

in different ways, and to different degrees.  Babbage nods to this complexity as she 

summarizes important questions for practitioners to ask themselves:   

Are you all members of the same community, in broad terms, or from 

different communities?  It is possible to practise [sic] the work in both 

ways, but it is crucial to be aware of the distinction.  A relatively 

homogenous group will almost certainly be better able to identify issues of 

shared importance and explore these collectively than a more diverse 

group, who could learn a great deal from one another but may find it 

harder to achieve a consensus of priorities (108). 
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Babbage notes that homogeneous groups might be able to identify common ground but 

also acknowledges that heterogeneity can have its own educational value.  Heterogeneity 

can, as I will suggest, offer opportunities for people to learn through interventions that 

cross identity categories.  I disagree with Babbage in terms of her language about “both” 

ways of working, which suggests you are either working with relatively homogeneous 

groups or relatively heterogeneous groups.  Most groups are likely homogeneous in some 

ways and heterogeneous in others.  In this project, I try to acknowledge differences 

amongst participants that might affect the power dynamics of a workshop or a Forum 

event, but I also allow for the possibility that profoundly different people can 

productively explore a common cause.    

 Practitioners have approached the relationship between empathy, identification, 

and Forum Theatre intervention in a variety of ways. David Diamond of Headlines 

Theatre (the subject of my first case study), for example, tends to invite people to replace 

any character they perceive as oppressed, broadening out from replacing a singular 

protagonist only and thereby increasing the number of people in a heterogeneous group 

who would be able to identify in some way with characters they replace.  He tends to 

invite people to come onstage and intervene if they “understand” a character’s struggle. 

The vocabulary of understanding, however, does not really bring much more clarity than 

that of identification or empathy, and each individual audience member must ultimately 

decide the ethics of intervening for a character.  In contrast, during Kathleen Juhl’s and 

my jokering of The Eye & Tooth Project, we tended not to word our invitation to 

intervene in terms of the audience members’ personal relationship to the oppression, 
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whether that be their “understanding” or “identification” or anything else.  For example, I 

usually asked spectators to yell “stop” if they wanted to “replace a struggling character” 

and “try to bring the show to a different conclusion.”  Like Diamond, I wanted to suggest 

that there were multiple characters whose struggles might be productively explored.  Still, 

I was reticent to make “understanding” or “identification” a qualification of participating. 

I thought such qualifications would not entirely avoid a “theatre of advice” anyway 

because both words are vague and dependent on participants’ unpredictable ways of 

conceptualizing their own experience.  Each case study, as I will describe, negotiated 

with the tensions between sameness and difference that tend to arise in Theatre of the 

Oppressed practice.   

 In Applied Drama: The Gift of Theatre (2005), a book more rigorous and critical 

about theatre’s efficacy than its title suggests, Helen Nicholson argues for performances 

that cultivate what she calls “ecological citizenship,” pieces that engage participants in a 

“process of reworking their own position in relation to others, whether across cultures or 

within them” (37).  This project reflects my own interest in such reworkings, which 

Nicholson suggests are “integral to the practice of citizenship” (37).  Over the course of 

the chapters that follow, I suggest Legislative Theatre has the potential to urge 

participants to consider who they are in relation to other people, particularly when those 

participants intervene and realize they do not fit seamlessly into the roles they have 

assumed.  In other instances, however, the projects sidestep that potential, glossing over 

the complexities of identity and missing out on opportunities to enact “ecological 

citizenship.”  
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 Questions about heterogeneity vs. homogeneity and who can intervene on behalf 

of whom are just a few of the ethical issues that arise in the course of describing the 

Forum Theatre events in this project.  As I consider the specifics of power, identity, and 

difference in each case study, a variety of articles and essays about Theatre of the 

Oppressed will help me offer critical context.  Though I will not summarize all of those 

texts here, two popular anthologies about Boal-based work, both edited by Mady 

Schutzman and Jan Cohen-Cruz: Playing Boal: Theatre, Therapy, Activism (1994) and A 

Boal Companion: Dialogues on Theatre and Cultural Politics (2006), have been 

especially influential for me and other scholars and practitioners.  Several of their essays 

place Theatre of the Oppressed in conversation with other fields and movements, to name 

just a few: education, therapy, feminisms, critical race theory, and political theatre.   

 In one of Playing Boal’s essays, for example, Berenice Fisher warns that the 

relationship between Theatre of the Oppressed practices and the goals of feminism(s) can 

be tense and vexed (185-197).  She argues that the frequent practice of assuming the 

homogeneity of a Theatre of the Oppressed audience can mean that facilitators are ill-

prepared for addressing politics of difference.  In contrast, in A Boal Companion, Ann 

Elizabeth Armstrong argues that “[a]s a site where liberatory theory and practice 

intermingle, Theatre of the Oppressed resonates in significant ways with feminist theory” 

(178).  Several moments in this dissertation bear out Theatre of the Oppressed’s tense 

relationship not only with feminisms, but also with queer activism and anti-racist 

activism.  In other words, I discuss moments when Theatre of the Oppressed helped 

denaturalize racism, heteronormativity, misogyny, classism, ableism, or ageism.  I also 
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point to instances when projects reinforced those same oppressions.  While feminist 

theory, queer theory, and critical race theory do not provide my primary theoretical lenses 

for this dissertation, they have been key components of my scholarly training, and I care 

deeply about the inquiries and critique they make possible.  I often place myself in 

conversation with scholars from those theoretical areas as I examine the cultural work of 

Legislative Theatre.  

 

“Theatre as Transitive Democracy”: Boal’s Legislative Theatre “Experiment”  

 Having established some of the background of Boal’s early-career and mid-career 

work and some of the critical discussion it sparked, I return to my biographical sketch of 

Boal to contextualize the origins of Legislative Theatre.  From 1976 to 1986, Boal 

remained in exile in Europe, though he frequently traveled to other countries to conduct 

Theatre of the Oppressed workshops.  During that time, he established a Center for 

Theatre of the Oppressed (CTO) in Paris.  In 1986, Boal moved again, this time back to 

Brazil.  At the invitation of a Vice Governor of Rio de Janeiro, he returned to the country 

of his birth to work on the theatre branch of a popular education program.  His 

government-imposed exile lifted, Boal created a Centre for Theatre of the Oppressed in 

Rio that was much like the one in France.  

 By 1992, however, the CTO-Rio was already in financial trouble, and Boal and 

his collaborators worried that it would need to close.  Concurrent with CTO-Rio’s 

impending demise, Brazil was about to hold both national and local elections.  CTO-Rio 

went to the local Worker’s Party and proposed that the theatre group “go out” with vigor; 
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they wanted to use theatre to invigorate the Workers’ Party’s campaigns for a variety of 

offices that year.  CTO-Rio hoped their enthusiastic participation in the campaign season 

would function as a kind of funeral for CTO-Rio as an organization.  Boal recalls, “We 

wanted to take part in the campaign on the streets and in the squares, singing our songs, 

doing forum theatre on the events of the day, using masks, aestheticising the streets.  We 

wanted to theatricalise the campaign” (Legislative Theatre 12).  The Workers’ Party 

agreed to the collaboration but asked that the theatre group offer up a candidate for the 

vereador elections, not in the interest of winning but instead to raise the profile of the 

party.  Boal’s collaborators volunteered him, and he agreed, never thinking he would be 

elected.  The spectacles staged by the campaign, however, meant that Boal’s candidacy 

gathered steam.  Eventually, he realized he might actually win one of the vereador posts 

—and that the position might offer an opportunity for the CTO-Rio to continue its work 

(Boal Legislative 15-16).  As Boal puts it, “For the first time in history, there opened up 

the possibility of a whole theatre company being elected to parliament” (Legislative 15).  

 Part of the appeal of Boal’s campaign had to do with its optimism and sense of 

possibility, advertised in his primary slogan, “Have the courage to be happy!”  In Paul 

Heritage’s article, “The Courage to Be Happy: Augusto Boal, Legislative Theatre, and 

the 7th International Festival of the Theatre of the Oppressed,” the author elaborates on 

the significance of Boal’s giddy slogan:  “In the context of Brazil, where an estimated 70 

percent of the population lives in poverty (their situation more accurately described by 

the Portuguese word ‘miséria’), the slogan is as radical as the campaign that accompanied 

it” (25).  Boal campaigned on the premise that theatre could help increase the degree of 
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popular sovereignty in a democracy by offering a venue for citizens to participate 

actively even after they have voted.  On his election materials Boal reflected on the 

paradoxical nature of voting power: “at the moment of exercising it, at the moment of 

voting, this power disappears” (qtd. in Heritage 25).  In other words, after voting, the 

citizen has essentially delegated his or her legislative power to the elected official.  

 Upon his election, Boal’s Legislative Theatre “experiment,” as he called it, 

combined Forum Theatre with the other tasks of an otherwise typical legislator’s office.  

His staff featured two wings: the jokers (five full-time, ten part-time) and a more 

traditional legislative personnel branch, which included lawyers, secretaries, etc. 

(Heritage 26).  The joker branch, populated by Boal’s theatre collaborators from the 

CTO-Rio, worked with multiple communities to develop Forum Theatre performances, 

which were then staged at various locations throughout Rio, often in the streets.  Boal’s 

office recorded the policy suggestions made by participants during the Forums.  The 

office also took suggestions on a variety of policy subjects through outdoor town hall 

meetings and through an “interactive mailing list” that solicited citizens’ opinions on 

various matters (Boal Legislative Theatre 93).  Boal and his staff collated suggestions 

received across these interactive formats.  Like any other vereador’s office, Boal 

proposed laws that the whole city council body would consider.  According to Boal, all of 

those laws were derived directly from citizen suggestions; what distinguished Boal’s 

approach was that many of them had been developed in conversations held through the 

language of theatre.  
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 Of the forty laws Boal proposed during his four-year term, thirteen bills were 

passed by the Chamber of Vereadors.  The successful bills mandated a variety of 

initiatives, including but not limited to:  increased availability of specialized geriatric 

medical care for senior-citizens, improved accessibility of public spaces for the visually 

impaired; and protection for the witnesses of crimes (Legislative 102-104).  While the 

issues addressed by Boal’s proposed laws might not seem especially groundbreaking to 

some readers outside the context of Brazil, many of these laws addressed deep needs in 

Rio de Janeiro in the 1990s.  For example, Boal’s crime witness law, an amendment to 

the Rio de Janeiro city constitution, mandated that “the City must provide 

accommodation away from the danger area, a new job, a new provisional and fictitious 

identity during the danger period; it must make agreements with other cities to transfer 

the witness/es under threat; it must conceal the witness’s real address, etc” (Legislative 

104).  As Julian Boal once told me, this law was crucial because it was the first of its kind 

in Brazil, the first time a city had been required to provide that kind of protection.  Boal 

refers to that amendment as “THE MOST IMPORTANT LAW” passed by his mandate 

(Legislative 104, capitalized emphasis his).  As Boal acknowledges, however, a law in 

and of itself only accomplishes so much.  Laws must also be enforced, but “the persons 

or institutions concerned always need to have pressure applied in order for them to obey” 

those laws (Legislative 104).  Measuring the political or social efficacy of Legislative 

Theatre solely in terms of what laws are (or are not) passed or changed would gloss over 

those realities.  It would also overlook the possibility that much of the efficacy of a 
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Legislative Theatre event might be located in the communities and knowledge they 

generate and sustain.  

 Unlike with Boal’s original experiment, no laws or policies were put into effect as 

a direct result of the three projects in this study.  In the chapters that follow, I try to 

balance recognition of that fact with a more expansive way of thinking about Legislative 

Theatre’s efficacy and how one might measure it.  Evaluating Theatre of the Oppressed’s 

efficacy has historically been difficult.  Sometimes Theatre of the Oppressed practitioners 

and scholars reinforce a tautological frame, reading the goals of a workshop or 

performance onto its outcomes.  As many people who have practiced Theatre of the 

Oppressed know, it can be easy to discuss efficacy in broad strokes, buoyed by Boal’s 

passion and the exclamation points that pepper his writing. 

 In his review of Legislative Theatre, theatre scholar Baz Kershaw suggests that 

Boal is often long on claims and short on evidence:   

Boal makes major claims for Legislative Theatre, suggesting, for example, 

that it models what he calls `transitive democracy', which will be a 

replacement for the `fallacy of Greek direct democracy, and of 

representative democracy' (19).  Unfortunately there is no seriously 

detailed argument advanced for this claim, nor for the crucial notion that 

through Legislative Theatre the `citizen is transformed into legislator'.  In 

fact, Boal's account reveals this to be manifestly untrue:  the closest the 

citizens of Rio seem to have got to the actual making of laws was to 

suggest, through his Council-funded forum theatre groups, that some laws 
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might be more welcome than others, and to sometimes contribute to the 

framing of them.  But to state that this makes them into legislators is like 

proclaiming that a net-maker is a fisherman even though he never goes to 

sea (219). 

Prone to hyperbole, Boal is perhaps most reliable not for his fidelity to detail and 

evidence but for his ambition and his ability to inspire practitioners’ hope for what theatre 

can achieve.  As with Boal’s initial Legislative project during his time as a vereador, 

none of the performances I examine in this study, of course, actually transform citizens 

into legislators.  Instead, they rehearse how performance might help multiply the 

available avenues for citizens to express their desires.  

  Kershaw’s reservations, however, do not end with the relative lack of rigor in 

Legislative Theatre.  Ultimately, he questions the political implications of Legislative 

Theatre’s attempt to work within existing systems of governance.  Kershaw greets the 

goals of Legislative Theatre (and Theatre of the Oppressed in general) with sarcasm: 

“This long-term shift in the theatre of the oppressed [sic] from make-believe revolution to 

make-do legislation is momentous; it signals a kind of coming in from the cold of 

potential armed conflict to a settlement which basks in the warm glow of liberal 

democracy” (Legislative 218-219).  Kershaw objects to Legislative Theatre as a form of 

capitulation, a sell-out to the liberal democratic state.  Legislative Theatre, for better or 

for worse, discursively reinforces state power, even as it wishes to transform state 

decision-making processes.  It also runs the risk of naturalizing a disingenuous bread-

and-circus model of relationships between constituents and legislators, one in which 
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legislators merely tolerate Legislative Theatre as a novelty that can divert focus from 

their own policy work (or lack thereof).  As I point out in Chapter One, traces of that 

potential risk can be seen in Headlines Theatre’s Practicing Democracy.  

  Kershaw wants Legislative Theatre to be more radical, rather than working from 

within already established liberal democratic legislative frameworks.  Every so often, I 

am inclined to agree with him, and to feel that perhaps activist energy would be better 

spent in other ways.  Most of the time, however, I place my faith in the notion that 

creating more just worlds requires both those who attempt to take apart hegemonic 

systems and those who try to find ways of working within them for legislative and other 

forms of systemic change. 

  Kershaw is not the only scholar to suggest that Boal’s techniques might not 

achieve their goals (or to suggest that they might even achieve the opposite of their 

goals).  David Davis and Carmel O’Sullivan, for example, suggest that Boal’s techniques 

(Legislative Theatre included) are more accommodationist than revolutionary, despite 

Boal’s espoused Marxist commitments.  They argue that Theatre of the Oppressed 

reinforces the idealist notion that thought determines social being rather than the other 

way around (which would reflect a Marxist perspective) (292).  To Davis and O’Sullivan, 

Boal’s work shies away from substantive systemic critique, encouraging individuals to 

cope with social systems rather than revolutionizing them—and/or missing the point that 

a problem is systemic at all.   

 I share some of Davis’ and O’Sullivan’s concerns, though I think their argument 

generalizes too much about Boal’s vast body of work and the work of other Theatre of 
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the Oppressed practitioners.10  Their argument does, however, point to the need for 

specificity when addressing efficacy in Theatre of the Oppressed and political theatre 

more generally, and resisting surrender to what Kershaw calls the “promiscuity of the 

political” in Western theatrical practices (The Radical in Performance 16).  Kershaw 

argues that particularly since the 1960s, the term “political” has become increasingly 

ubiquitous in theatre and performance studies.  Kershaw calls for vigilance and 

specificity when we articulate the nature and extent of a performance’s political effects. 

He explains, “My overall aim is not to deny that ‘all performance is political’, but to 

encourage discrimination between the different ways in which, and degrees to which, 

particular kinds of performance may become more or less radically efficacious in post-

modernity, particularly for the ways in which they may promote democracy” (The 

Radical in Performance 63).  In this project, I attempt to be as nuanced as possible about 

what the Legislative Theatre events accomplished, might have accomplished, and did not 

accomplish.  

 

Chapter Outline and Methodologies 

 My understanding of what constitutes performance has been informed by the field 

of performance studies, which maintains that “[a]ny event, action, item, or behavior may 

be examined ‘as’ performance” (Schechner “What” 361).  I read not only Forum Theatre 

plays as performances, but I analyze other phases of project planning and audience 
                                                        
10 Davis and O’Sullivan’s critique best addresses Forum Theatre, where one person intervening on behalf of 
another can sometimes lead to individualist problem-solving strategies. Still, at the 2008 Pedagogy and 
Theatre of the Oppressed Conference, Julian Boal argued that Forum need not aim for individualized 
solutions. The younger Boal (whose praxis feels more overtly Marxist than his father’s) insisted that Forum 
should instead be approached as “collective investigation” and “collective analysis.”  
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interaction as performance as well.  The performances I engage include: participant 

recruitment, workshop discussions and exercises, audience members proposing and 

discussing legislative changes, communication between artists and lawmakers, and 

spectatorship at legislative hearings.  All of these performances help illuminate a larger 

picture of how Legislative Theatre practices citizenship. 

 For my first chapter, “Embodied Think Tanks: Practicing Citizenship at Headlines 

Theatre,” I examine the work of Headlines Theatre of Vancouver, British Columbia. Of 

my three case studies, Practicing Democracy is by far the largest in terms of its scale. 

Staged in March 2004 (following more than a year of planning), the project had multiple 

phases.  The Forum Theatre play at its heart explored how Vancouver might ameliorate 

some of the suffering caused by recent welfare and social service cuts in the province of 

British Columbia.  To devise the play, Headlines Theatre collaborated with a group of 

citizens with direct experience with poverty and homelessness.  The play toured 

Vancouver for three weeks, with some of the devising workshop participants featured as 

actors.  The theatre hired a licensed attorney as their legal consultant, who attended all of 

Practicing Democracy’s Forum Theatre performances and documented all policy 

suggestions offered, whether through Forum interventions or audience discussion.  

Headlines also approached the City Council and asked them to participate by attending 

the play and reviewing the legal consultant’s report.   

 In the most practical sense, this chapter details how Headlines mounted such an 

ambitious project.  I pose such questions as: How did the theatre connect with the City 

Council?  How did the creators select participants?  What was the experience of the 
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Forum like? How did they try to ensure legislative follow-up?  How—and to what degree 

of success—were they able to hold the Vancouver City Council to their agreement to 

engage substantively with the suggestions made by citizens through theatre?  

 As in my other two case studies, however, I focus primarily on the practice of 

Forum Theatre as Legislative Theatre.  I argue that Practicing Democracy demonstrates 

how Forum Theatre can constitute an embodied social services think thank.  The 

extended nature of Practicing Democracy allowed its participants to examine policy 

problems in more detail than the other two case studies, which lasted a mere fraction of 

the length of Headlines’ undertaking.  The long format of Practicing Democracy makes it 

the richest example for exploring Legislative Theatre’s potential as a think tank site.  I 

also identify how Headlines upended traditional discourses of expertise that might 

dismiss Practicing Democracy’s participants as unqualified to consider themselves 

experts on policy.  

 The chapter traces some of the complicated ways power circulated in the Forum 

spaces, as actors, attendees, and facilitator built knowledge collectively about policy and 

poverty.  The participants embodied their expertise in multiple ways, through multiple 

performances, both “in character” and as themselves (and indeed many participants even 

blurred those distinctions in intriguing, creative ways).  I use Jill Dolan’s notion of the 

utopian performative to frame how participants passionately articulated shared 

commitments, while (for the most part) not erasing differences in identity and privilege.  I 

also plumb moments of resistance when the participants challenged one another and the 

joker rigorously, staging Forum’s limitations as a think tank methodology.  Finally, I 
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enumerate the complications of translating citizen suggestions from theatre into policy 

language.  

 Each of my case studies required me to approach Legislative Theatre with a 

different set of research methodologies.  In Practicing Democracy, I learned of the project 

after the fact.  I analyze it primarily by studying archival materials and conducting 

interviews with artists involved.  The archival materials included DVD footage of one 

evening of performance, the director’s online journal, the legal consultant’s legislative 

report to the Vancouver City Council, documents released by Vancouver City Hall, 

advertisements, reviews, feature stories, and the Headlines Theatre website.  In addition, 

as I explain in the chapter, other scholars in geography, education, and theatre who have 

also written about Practicing Democracy proved invaluable interlocutors.  

 I supplemented my analysis of these written and printed materials with two trips 

to Vancouver, one in the late summer of 2007 and another in spring of 2008.  During 

those trips, I conducted interviews with David Diamond, Headlines Theatre’s artistic 

director, who also directed Practicing Democracy; Carrie Gallant, the legal consultant 

who translated citizens’ ideas into public policy language for the Vancouver City 

Council; and Sandra Pronteau, who had been chosen to perform in the project because of 

her considerable acting skill and her experience living homeless in Vancouver.  

Practicing Democracy posed challenges to locating interview subjects. Because many 

participants were homeless or transient, most had long scattered after their collaboration 

with Headlines Theatre.  Pronteau was the only cast member with whom Diamond or 

Gallant could connect me.  
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 The Vancouver trips also allowed me to better understand Vancouver’s geography 

in relation to the Practicing Democracy tour.  While there, I walked the city in detail, 

approaching each of the three performance sites (one in West Vancouver, one in Central 

Vancouver, and the other in East Central Vancouver) from multiple directions to learn 

more about the surrounding neighborhoods and how their location might have shaped 

who would have been most likely to attend.  Those walks confirmed for me Headlines 

Theatre’s interest in eliciting the input of a diverse array of Vancouver citizens.  In 

Places of Performance: The Semiotics of Theatre Architecture (1989), Marvin Carlson 

writes, “The entire theatre, its audience arrangements, its other public spaces, its physical 

appearance, even its location within a city, are all important elements of the process by 

which an audience makes meaning of its experience” (2).  For all three case studies, I 

analyze and (in some cases) speculate about how the spaces for each Forum affected how 

those performances meant for their audiences. 

 Chapter Two, “Power and Problem Definition: Accessing Legislative Theatre’s 

Dramaturgical Process and Product at the 2008 Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed 

Conference,” took me to Omaha, Nebraska.  There Augusto and Julian Boal led what 

would turn out to be Augusto Boal’s last Legislative Theatre workshop in the United 

States, since Boal died just less than a year later.  Participants from six continents came to 

the University of Nebraska for the paid three-day workshop, which culminated in a 

performance in Omaha City Council Chambers of the scenes developed in the process.  

The workshop participants developed five Forum Theatre scenes, each on a different 

subject, but the two scenes on which I focus the chapter address immigration law and 
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workplace raids in Postville, Iowa, and economic and racial segregation in Omaha’s 

schools.  

 The Omaha project differed from my other two case studies in that it did not 

attempt to address its policy ideas to any one legislative body.  Rather, the performance 

in the City Council Chambers staged what Augusto Boal called a “symbolic session.”  

Local politicians representing a handful of governing bodies, along with several 

administrators of local organizations, joined as honorary special guests and sat in the 

seats customarily occupied by the Omaha City Council.  In addition, many of the 

participants in the Legislative Theatre workshop did not hail from Omaha, which meant 

that legislators would be less likely to consider their policy suggestions.  It also meant 

that some participants lacked detailed knowledge of the local area, which impinged on 

their ability to develop specific policy suggestions.  

 Despite the elements that set the Omaha workshop and performance apart from 

my other case studies, Chapter Two offers opportunities to analyze Legislative Theatre 

that the other chapters cannot.  I observe Augusto Boal’s own methods for engaging in 

Legislative Theatre and analyze Augusto and Julian Boal’s application of a longer 

Legislative Theatre process to the awkward format of the short-form skill-building 

theatre workshop.  Such workshops—ones for which participants travel from their home 

communities to a temporarily constituted community of individuals who want to learn 

techniques—are a popular way to transmit Theatre of the Oppressed knowledge.  I 

describe the possibilities and limitations this format presents for practicing Legislative 

Theatre techniques.  
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 The Omaha workshop and performance also offered examples of the potential for 

Forum Theatre to assist in what policy scholars refer to as “problem definition.”  Problem 

definition denotes the process by which policy scholars and other think tank personnel 

understand a set of social, economic, legal, or practical circumstances that would benefit 

from legislative attention.  I highlight the inherent similarities between theatrical 

dramaturgy and problem definition.  I also rename problem definition as “urgency 

definition” to acknowledge my concern that “problem definition” runs the risk of 

constructing people who need policy to change as “problems.”  Recognizing that form is 

not neutral and molds content, I examine what it means to use Forum Theatre as a 

method for defining policy urgencies.  I also note how particular acting choices can shape 

how an audience understands those urgencies.  

 My primary role in my research for Chapter Two takes its inspiration from the 

field of performance ethnography, which explores what Omi Osun Olomo / Joni L. Jones 

describes as “how culture is done in the body” (“Performance” 7).  This dissertation is 

not an ethnography in that I do not engage in sustained, in-depth, dialogic research with a 

specific group of people.11  Rather, its case study approach focuses on how a set of 

practices are enacted across several different contexts.  Still, in Chapter Two I tried to 

approach my participation in the spirit of what the late ethnographer Dwight 

Conquergood calls “coperformance” (“Rethinking” 187-188).  Rather than considering 

myself a “distanced and detached observer,” I tried to approach my research from the 

                                                        
11 According to Dwight Conquergood, “[e]thnographic rigor, disciplinary authority, and professional 
reputation are established by the length of time, depth of commitment, and risks (bodily, physical, 
emotional) taken in order to acquire cultural understanding” (“Rethinking” 180). 
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standpoint of “intimate involvement and engagement” or “coactivity” in the Omaha 

Legislative Theatre project (Conquergood “Rethinking” 187-188).  As ethnographer D. 

Soyini Madison summarizes coperformance, “you not only do what subjects do, but you 

are intellectually and relationally invested in their symbol-making practices as you 

experience with them a range of yearnings and desires” (168).  I opted not to observe the 

workshop but to participate, to invest emotionally and intellectually in the workshop’s 

goals.  My own performance in the workshop and the public Forum becomes a site of 

analysis alongside the performances of others.  I also recall moments when I partially 

failed as a coperformer, allowing my identity as researcher or my identity as the student 

(in relation to the Boals as teachers) to overshadow my impulse to be present as an ally in 

struggles against oppression.    

 I recorded my workshop notes in stolen seconds of scribbling, as well as through 

post-workshop note-taking each day.  As I explain in detail later, after the workshop I 

traveled to Berlin, Germany for two weeks, so that I could access Berlin-based 

videographer Scot McElvany’s computerized video archive of both the workshop and the 

public performance.  That comprehensive archive allowed me to fill many of the holes in 

my notes.  In addition, during the workshop and after it, I interviewed other participants 

to learn more about how they experienced the project, how it matched up with what they 

had expected, the extent to which they felt like the project was accessible to them, and 

their own goals for Legislative Theatre.  

 Seven interviews took place in person; three occurred over email following the 

conference.  Some conversations happened in a relatively straightforward interview 
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format; I asked questions, the interviewee elaborated.  Other conversations took on more 

informal discussion formats, with participants allowing me to tape our conversations as 

we sorted through our mutual experiences of the workshop.  My selection process for 

those interviews varied.  In a few cases, I met interviewees when we had been partners in 

workshop exercises, and then followed up with them after the day’s events.  Other 

interviews were scheduled during conversations struck up on break or during rehearsals 

for the Forum.  These interviews helped me assess the project’s accessibility.  What were, 

to borrow again from Nancy Fraser, some of the formal and “informal impediments” to 

the Legislative Theatre workshop’s civic engagement process?  

 The nature of my participation in my dissertation research shifted again for my 

work on Chapter Three, “Rehearsing Lobbyist Skills: Building Activist Capacity  

Through Legislative Theatre in The Eye & Tooth Project, 2009.”  This chapter’s case 

study, The Eye & Tooth Project: Forum Theatre on the Death Penalty, included a 

weekend workshop and a culminating Forum Theatre performance, both in Austin, 

Texas.  I write Chapter Three as a Legislative Theatre project planner.  I co-coordinated 

and co-facilitated the Eye & Tooth workshop (and co-directed the public performance) 

with Kathleen Juhl, a professor at nearby Southwestern University, in Georgetown, 

Texas.  We planned under the mentorship of John Sullivan, a Galveston-based Theatre of 

the Oppressed and environmental-justice theatre practitioner, who had collaborated on a 

previous version of The Eye & Tooth Project in 2003.  

 We designed Eye & Tooth to help generate momentum to abolish the death 

penalty in Texas, a state known internationally for its high execution rates.  The project’s 
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participants performed their Forum Theatre scenes for one night only, just less than a 

week before a death penalty abolition bill received a subcommittee hearing in the Texas 

State House of Representatives.  While death penalty abolition organizations like Texas 

Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty knew that the bill would not pass, their goal was 

to work with sympathetic legislators to ensure that the bill was at least heard.  During the 

next legislative session, in 2011, they hope to nudge the bill toward higher-level hearings. 

 Although we issued invitations to the Eye & Tooth performance to members of 

the Texas State House and Senate, the project’s primary intended audience was not 

necessarily legislators.  Rather, we hoped to attract people who wanted to explore how 

they could build their skills as abolition activists.  The Forum did not feature literal 

execution scenes (for indeed, few—save a governor—can intercede at that point) but 

instead two scenes of people struggling to articulate themselves as abolition activists in 

different contexts.  Using Eye & Tooth as an example, I argue for Forum Theatre’s 

usefulness for citizens building their capacities as lobbyists, while I also describe the 

form’s limitations.    

 As with Chapter Two, Chapter Three reveals the downside of short-form 

Legislative Theatre workshops.  Eye & Tooth’s rushed pace foreclosed important 

analysis of heteronormative scene content.  We also failed to include sufficient time to 

prepare people who contributed personal stories for the strange and sometimes even 

oppressive experience of watching themselves replaced by audience spect-actors.  I 

recount some of the lessons learned through these and other mistakes, in the hopes that 

they might be relevant to other Legislative Theatre artists. With Eye & Tooth in 
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particular, I also explore the ethically complex dynamics of people intervening across 

identity categories, and their implications for Legislative Theatre. While my own 

experience as project facilitator constitutes my primary vantage point in this chapter, I 

also include insights shared with me by eight participants.   

 I close the chapter with our transition from the Off Center, the Austin theatre 

where our public performance took place, to a subcommittee hearing room in the Texas 

State Capitol.  Drawing on reflections of participants who attended both Eye & Tooth’s 

performance and the legislative hearing, I reflect on the extent to which the project 

prepared participants for the environment of the legislative hearing.  I argue that a project 

like Eye & Tooth can whet participants’ appetites to engage more often with legislative 

hearings.  

 In the conclusion, “On Expertise and Legislative Theatre,” I return to expertise in 

democratic practice and policymaking.  What are the benefits of constructing citizens as 

experts through Legislative Theatre?  What are the dangers?  Does it matter that some of 

the scenes analyzed in this dissertation proceeded from a relatively limited knowledge 

base on the part of the participants?  To what extent are these projects different from the 

depressing 2009 U.S. town hall meetings for President Barack Obama’s healthcare 

reform agenda, which quickly became known for their display of citizen ignorance?  How 

might Legislative Theatre practitioners honor the everyday expertise citizens hold in their 

bodies while also respecting specialized knowledge?  How might they plan a project that 

performs multiple forms of expertise without installing an oppressive knowledge 

hierarchy?  These and other questions help me consider the pros and cons of the multiple 
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forms of Legislative Theatre examined in this study.  They also lead me to my own 

reflections about my hopes and fears for Legislative Theatre as a mode of citizen 

activism.  
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Chapter 1 

 
Legislative Theatre as Embodied Think Tank: 

Practicing Citizenship Through Headlines Theatre’s  
Practicing Democracy, 20041 

   

 Mid-evening, March 6, 2004.  On the stage of a gymnasium/auditorium in Japanese 

Hall in the Downtown Eastside neighborhood of Vancouver, British Columbia, two 

women argued over who should get to sink their teeth into the only food onstage: a 

coveted juicy plum.  The cast of Headlines Theatre’s Practicing Democracy had already 

performed their play once uninterrupted. They performed it again as Forum Theatre, the 

practice coined by Augusto Boal in which spectators become “spect-actors,” intervening 

in the onstage action and rehearsing a variety of outcomes.2  One spect-actor replaced the 

character of Karla, a homeless sex-trade worker who, just before the intervention, had 

begun to entreat her friend Angel to share some of Angel’s secret stash of fruit.  When 

Angel offered the “new” Karla a pathetically small bite, a humiliated Karla appealed to 

Angel’s sense of compassion. Despite Angel’s own aching hunger, she agreed to share 

the plum.3 

                                                        
1 A version of this chapter has been published. See Kelly Howe, “Embodied ‘Think Tanks’: Practicing 
Citizenship Through Legislative Theatre,” Text and Performance Quarterly 29.3 (2009) 239-257. 
2 A note on capitalization: Throughout this dissertation, I capitalize Forum Theatre and Legislative Theatre, 
with a few exceptions. Throughout the field of Theatre of the Oppressed, some capitalize those words; 
some do not. I have opted to capitalize them to distinguish them as specific practices coined by Augusto 
Boal 
3 A note on verb tense: When I am describing the plot of the Forum play (the initial play performed before 
audience participation is invited), I adopt the traditional mode of describing plot in the present tense. I write 
the rest of the chapter in past tense to denote that specific interventions were one-time actions, never 
repeated the same way each time, or with precisely the same plot.  I tried a version of this chapter in which 
I described all aspects of the performance, including interventions and discussion, in the present tense, but 
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  After this sequence, David Diamond (Headlines’ artistic director) intervened. As 

joker, Diamond was facilitator and provocateur—a more pedagogical, less ceremonial 

master of ceremonies. “All the food in the world: this plum,” Diamond stated, holding 

out the orb toward the audience.  “Who knows that people are stashing food, little bits of 

food, and fighting over it in lineups now?”  Several spectators raised hands or nodded.  A 

voice called out that fighting over food is more “urban myth” than actuality and that 

“people down here share their stuff more than hoard it.”  Diamond then asked the actor 

playing Angel, Sandra Pronteau, to speak to the conversations that helped generate the 

play and to her own experiences witnessing hunger-driven violence. 

  “In my situation, people are fighting for food,” she affirmed, “because Saturday 

we have a church that helps and delivers food.  Unfortunately, there’s only limited [food] 

to give out.  And there’s a lot of people waiting in line.  There’s people pushing, shoving, 

threatening, pulling hair, punching, and everything . . .”  The audience voice called out 

again, “I stand corrected because, you know, I haven’t had that, so I appreciate [what you 

are saying].”  Another audience member testified to Pronteau’s description: “That’s the 

way it is.”  A third spectator chimed in: “Up until last month, you were able to go to 

social services, and without seeing a worker . . . they would give you a month [sic] worth 

of meal tickets.  They’ve now stopped that.”  

  Following this conversation, Diamond eventually shifted the discussion to 

concrete suggestions for Vancouver City Council: “In terms of policy, how do we get 

more food?”  This turn to policy was crucial, as the play culminated a Legislative Theatre 

                                                        
that version proved awkward and confusing, thwarting my ability to lay out the time frame and the process 
of planning and staging Practicing Democracy in a way that might be most clear for readers.  
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project inspired by Boal. For Practicing Democracy, Headlines hired Carrie Gallant (a 

lawyer and University of British Columbia adjunct law professor) to translate audience 

interventions (and the conversations surrounding them) into policy language for the 

Vancouver City Council.4 

 What interests me most about Practicing Democracy—and the exchange between 

Diamond, actors, spect-actors, and audience that followed the “plum intervention” I 

describe above—is not the question of what laws were or were not passed as a result.  I 

am more interested in how knowledge circulated in the Forum space.  I argue that the 

project constituted an embodied social services “think tank.”  As my introduction to this 

project summarizes, think tanks are defined as companies and organizations whose main 

purpose is policy analysis. (Abelson “The Business” 216).  Typically they are staffed 

with people considered to be experts on the subjects those organizations study, which can 

vary widely in content and scope.  Think tanks often generate sources cited by lobbyists 

and the offices of elected officials in the process of proposing (or arguing against) items 

of legislation.  In short, think tanks produce knowledge.  Though neither Boal nor 

Diamond overtly apply the frame of the think tank to the practice of Legislative Theatre, I 

apply this frame because Practicing Democracy took on both the pedagogical functions 

and the research functions exercised by many think tanks in relation to policy.  “As 

educators,” Donald Abelson writes, “think tanks draw on various sources of information 

and expertise to communicate their views to multiple target audiences” (Abelson Do 
                                                        
4 This chapter examines several moments from Practicing Democracy’s March 6, 2004 performance, 
televised throughout British Columbia’s Lower Mainland by Shaw Community Cable.  It also draws from 
interviews with Diamond, Gallant, and Pronteau. I learned about Practicing Democracy after it closed.  My 
only spectator experience with it has been through the March 6 television recording, also sold on DVD by 
Headlines Theatre.  
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Think Tanks Matter? 11).  Practicing Democracy became a site for corporeal policy 

analysis, an environment in which many Vancouver citizens, as experts on their own 

experience, could build knowledge collectively about public policy and how it might be 

profitably revised.  

  Think tank discourses have frequently privileged “detached” expertise, 

emphasizing the importance of “neutrality” and “rationality” in the production of 

legitimate knowledge about policy (Stone 1-18).  Projects like Practicing Democracy 

validate affect as a perfectly appropriate element of the production of knowledge, and 

they engage the whole body.  Practicing Democracy’s think tank staged collaborative, 

dialogic exchange of expertise as an act of citizenship.  I focus on such exchange rather 

than on the yardstick for success I often encounter when talking to people about 

Legislative Theatre: Did laws change or not?  I use the example of Practicing Democracy 

to gesture toward how vocabulary from think tank discourses—as well as Jill Dolan’s 

theoretical framework of the utopian performative—might help performance scholars and 

practitioners engage more productively with the complexities of staking claims about 

Legislative Theatre’s efficacy.  

  I also explore how Forum Theatre can shape who feels more or less comfortable 

taking on citizenship roles in Legislative Theatre.  Informed by Nancy Fraser and 

Michael Warner’s engagements with the bourgeois public sphere, as it has been 

elaborated by Jürgen Habermas, this chapter details some possible impediments to 

accessing Practicing Democracy’s public sphere(s).  In other words, as Michael Warner 

argues in Publics and Counterpublics (2002), publics are hailed into being through 
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address. How does the address of Practicing Democracy—as constructed by Headlines 

Theatre—hail some participants more than others?  What are the barriers, overt and 

implicit, that limit access to that public sphere?  I also note several ways Headlines 

worked to remove barriers to access.  Ultimately, Headlines’ project functions as a fertile, 

specific point of departure for teasing out more broadly relevant possibilities and 

questions that arise when using Forum Theatre for a Legislative Theatre project.  As I 

explained in the introduction, Boal suggests that in Forum Theatre “everyone can 

participate” and “has the space to say what they want.”5  Through the example of 

Practicing Democracy, I will suggest that such equations—of Forum Theatre with 

democracy, of democracy with equal access—neglect the nuances of both Forum Theatre 

and democratic citizenship as embodied practices.    

  Practicing Democracy has been examined in other published scholarship.  Its 

multi-stage performance process has attracted the attention of Canadian scholars in the 

fields of education, geography, and performance.  In the article, “‘Acting Out’ in the 

Public Sphere: Community Theatre and Citizenship Education,” Jacqueline Kennelly 

cites Practicing Democracy as an example of the sort of participatory politics that could 

invigorate Canadian education systems.  She suggests the project exemplifies the kind of 

“democratic public sphere” that provides a “space for communicative exchanges, engages 

with the plurality of views and experiences that mark society, and disrupts the modernist 

tendency to retreat into segregated enclaves that foster a politic of obliviousness” (542).  

                                                        
5 Boal offered these thoughts in May 2008 in Omaha, Nebraska, at a workshop on how to use his Rainbow 
of Desire techniques to create Forum Theatre scenes. In other moments, however, he did note his sense that 
democracy is a utopia—unachievable, but worth striving for.   
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Geography scholars Geraldine Pratt and Caleb Johnston echo Kennelly’s assertion of the 

project’s generative potential for democratic civic engagement, noting that its Forum 

Theatre structure constituted “an agonistic public sphere, in which people who are 

situated in different class and social positions, and who experience issues very 

differently, engage each other in the space of theatre” (“Turning” 107).  These scholars, 

however, do not offer extensive readings of the dynamics of the public Forum Theatre 

performances, focusing either on the broad-strokes implications for education (Kennelly) 

or the workshop in which the play was created and the legislative aftermath of the play 

(Pratt and Johnston).  Though I give an overview of Practicing Democracy’s entire think 

tank process in this chapter, I focus especially on Forum Theatre in performance.  

   In her 2004 coverage of Practicing Democracy in Canadian Theatre Review, 

Becky Halvorson also writes about the Forums in their public manifestations, though the 

length of her piece results in more summary than close reading of dialogue, and her 

conclusions largely target Forum Theatre in general rather than Forum Theatre as 

Legislative Theatre specifically.  Nevertheless, her argument intersects with mine in key 

ways.  She suggests that Practicing Democracy exemplifies how Forum Theatre can help 

combat the “monologic tendency in a democratic society” (38).  Headlines’ project, she 

writes, “reminds us of the possibilities for dialogue and solidarity despite the fragility of 

the democratic process” (38).  Halvorson, Pratt, Johnston, and Kennelly are prominent 

interlocutors in this chapter.   

   

Locating Practicing Democracy’s Forum Theatre Think Tank  
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  Headlines Theatre was founded in 1981 by a group of Vancouver-based artists 

(Diamond included).  Its earliest productions were agitation propaganda, but after 

inheriting the organization’s helm in the mid-1980s, Diamond increasingly turned to 

Theatre of the Oppressed for the majority of Headlines’ techniques.6   Over the past 

twenty-five years, Headlines has become well-known throughout Canada (and on the 

international Theatre of the Oppressed scene), and Diamond’s name and face have 

become synonymous with the organization.  Since turning toward Theatre of the 

Oppressed, Headlines has staged primarily community-based Forum Theatre projects 

throughout British Columbia (and in other provinces and countries). 

  Gradually, Diamond grew wary, as other Theatre of the Oppressed practitioners 

have, of the limits of oppressor/oppressed language.  As a result, he compiled and refined 

a (still very Boal-inflected) set of techniques he calls Theatre for Living.  Theatre for 

Living processes often use Boal’s basic Forum Theatre formula, but they more 

consciously echo systems theory’s emphasis on the network as the primary metaphor for 

understanding life, holding “that the binary poles of oppressor and oppressed are actually 

part of the same large organism living in some kind of dysfunction” (Diamond Theatre 

38).7  Recent Headlines Forums still examine ways individuals can address oppressive 

circumstances, but they expressly emphasize how those circumstances implicate larger 

networks and power structures (Diamond Theatre 38).   

                                                        
6 Jan Cohen-Cruz has defined “agit-prop” or agitation propaganda as “a militant form of art intended to 
emotionally and ideologically mobilize its audience to take particular action vis-à-vis an urgent situation” 
(Radical 13). 
7 For more on systems theory and Theatre of the Oppressed, see Diamond (Theatre) and Warren Linds, 
“Metaxis: Dancing (in) the In-Between,” A Boal Companion: Dialogues on Theatre and Cultural Politics, 
ed. Jan Cohen-Cruz and Mady Schutzman (New York: Routledge, 2006) 114-24. 
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   Headlines had attempted Legislative Theatre before Practicing Democracy.  The 

company had wanted to involve the Vancouver City Council in Squeegee (1999), a play 

about the criminalization of street youth.  Diamond reflects, however, that Headlines 

decided too late to incorporate a legislative element into Squeegee (Diamond Practicing 

4).  Headlines approached the council after Squeegee was already in development, and 

council members did not attend the play or read the report documenting its Forums.  

Disappointment about Squeegee’s legislative component resulted in Diamond’s 

conviction that, for Legislative Theatre to be successful, a legislative body needs to agree 

to participate early, preferably at the project’s inception.   

 In 2002, an opportunity for Headlines to try Legislative Theatre again presented 

itself. The council turned over, and several newly elected members were “familiar with 

and supportive of Headlines’ work” (Diamond Practicing 5).  Diamond could then 

approach council friends with the idea for Practicing Democracy.  In February 2003 (over 

a year before the play opened), the council unanimously carried a motion to endorse the 

project.  What exactly “endorsement” would mean—other than considering the report—

was not specified at the time.  In a letter dated over a month prior to the beginning of 

Practicing Democracy’s run, Larry Campbell, Mayor of Vancouver, established the 

Vancouver City Council’s participation in Practicing Democracy.  “City Council is 

pleased to join Headlines Theatre in their Practicing Democracy project,” announced 

Campbell.  Campbell’s language throughout the letter is consistently supportive of 

Headlines’ project while nonetheless remaining vague about the extent to which Council 

will enact suggestions voiced by citizens via the Forum Theatre process.   
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 For Diamond, the council’s public agreement to participate was crucial.  As a 

result, even as Practicing Democracy sought to increase the political power of individual 

citizens, it also reified the symbolic power of the Vancouver City Council by 

emphasizing the council’s participation as a legitimizing component.8  Many people in 

the fields of public policy and politics—as well as laypersons—might worry that a close 

connection between a think tank and a governing body would threaten the think tank’s 

intellectual autonomy or that of the elected figures, but policy scholar Diane Stone 

explains that such a concern is largely an Anglo-American one:  

In particular, the notion that a think tank requires independence or 

autonomy from the state in order to be ‘free-thinking’ is a peculiar Anglo-

American predilection that does not travel well into other cultures.  For 

instance, the line between both French and Chinese policy intellectuals 

and the state is blurred to such an extent that to talk of independence as a 

defining characteristic of think tanks makes little sense in their respective 

cultural contexts; the same is true in other countries (2). 

 Conceptually and (in some respects) practically, Headlines positioned the council 

as collaborators, but Diamond still bore signs of the anxiety about think tank 

independence that Stone describes.  In his interview with me, Diamond insisted that, 

though Vancouver contributes to Headlines Theatre’s general operating budget, no city 

                                                        
8 This conundrum—shoring up the state even as you try to dismantle it—is one of the inevitable results of 
social change work within existing government systems. This is what Baz Kershaw means when he worries 
that Legislative Theatre is too supportive of the project of liberal democracy (“Legislative” 219). To a 
certain extent, Legislative Theatre invests in the notion that government “works” in terms of making 
people’s lives better.  Some find that plausible; others call it fantasy.  
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monies were used toward Practicing Democracy.  He wanted to establish that Practicing 

Democracy did not feel beholden to the city and therefore did not censor the participants’ 

contributions.  He said project money was fundraised through a variety of other grants, 

organizations, and individuals.  

 To an extent, Diamond’s distinction felt like fine hair splitting, but I lean toward 

considering the point moot; Headlines seemed not to soft-pedal their (or the Forum 

participants’) demands for the City Council’s respect and attention.  In addition, the 

council was not involved in the play devising process itself, so they exercised little power 

over its construction.  Some council members helped by suggesting topics that related to 

the council’s upcoming calendar, but the majority of interaction with the council 

happened during and after the run of the play.  

  After Headlines confirmed the council’s participation, the theatre devoted much 

of 2003 to planning and fund-raising, collaborating with council members to determine 

issues that would be relevant to the council’s agenda in March and April of 2004.  

Together they articulated four categories: 1) problems resulting from recent welfare cuts 

in British Columbia; 2) relationships between youth and police; 3) ward systems and 

election policy; and 4) seniors and their relationship to the larger city.  The theatre 

distributed a survey through networks anchored at Vancouver public libraries and 

community centers, as well as through Headlines’ website and databases of contacts—by 

that point over thousands of names strong.  Though the performances and Forums would 

be conducted in English because a majority of actors and participants would share that 

language, the poll circulated in English, Cantonese, Japanese, and Korean.  The bounds 
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of Headlines’ contacts limited the polling, but, even so, the company went to great 

lengths to distribute the survey widely.  The poll contained descriptions of the four issues 

and requested that participants rank their preferences.  Respondents overwhelmingly 

chose the following as the play’s topic: “How will the City of Vancouver respond to the 

results of the cuts to Welfare?” (Girard 2).  

  In January 2002, a year before Practicing Democracy planning had begun, the 

British Columbia provincial government had announced its intent to restructure welfare 

programs to cut thirty percent of the Ministry of Human Resources’ operating budget. 

The province framed its decision to make such drastic changes as part of a larger plan for 

urgently needed cuts to the overall provincial budget—an explanation that rang hollow in 

light of recent tax cuts that disproportionately benefited wealthy British Columbians 

(Klein and Long 13).  By April of that same year, the province revealed a more specific 

budget reduction plan involving benefit cuts and a “tightening of eligibility rules” (Klein 

and Long 4).  Many proposed cuts were modeled after the restructuring of United States 

welfare policy in the 1990s and advocated by the Fraser Institute, a neo-liberal policy 

institute (itself a think tank) based in British Columbia.  According to Seth Klein and 

Andrea Long of the Canadian Center for Policy Alternatives, a number of the policies—

especially the “two-year time limit rule” and the “two-year independence test”—were 

“radical and unprecedented” for Canada (4).  The “two-year time limit rule” restricted 

recipients to only two years of assistance during any five-year period; the independence 

test required first-time welfare applicants to show that they have been financially self-

sustained (meaning not living as someone else’s dependent) for two years.  Both 
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requirements, Klein and Long argue, “represent a fundamental shift in Canadian social 

policy—the denial of welfare when in need as a basic human right” (4). 

   Many populations faced dire consequences from the 2002 cuts, which Klein and 

Long say articulated a “neo-liberal and individualistic world-view,” in which “poverty is 

seen not as a result of bad policy choices, economic conditions, market failures or racial 

and gender discrimination but rather as a consequence of bad personal choices” (12-13). 

As one might imagine, Practicing Democracy attracted many participants with passionate 

critiques of that neo-liberal world-view.  As Diamond and then-Headlines outreach 

coordinator Jennifer Girard acknowledge, welfare falls under British Columbia’s 

provincial purview and therefore was in some ways an uneasy fit for a project addressing 

the Vancouver City Council.9  Nevertheless, Practicing Democracy assumed that the City 

of Vancouver still had a responsibility to consider how its policies might alleviate some 

of the stressors caused or exacerbated by welfare policy.  

  In November 2003, Headlines personnel began seeking workshop participants 

with whom they would explore the experiences with poverty that would inspire the 

project’s core play.  Headlines distributed information about how to apply to the project 

via printed brochures, emails to the electronic mailing lists they used for the initial survey 

about the play topic, and through talking with individuals on the street.  The theatre 

sought people affected by welfare policy, including those “living in poverty on and off 

welfare, the homeless, advocates, welfare workers, people doing studies, youth, the 

                                                        
9 By the time Practicing Democracy’s workshops were underway, the province had announced significant 
exemptions to the two-year time limit, so the project would address chronic poverty and social service 
policy more broadly (Diamond Practicing 31).  
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elderly and, of course, as broad a diversity of culture and orientation as possible” 

(Diamond Practicing 7).  The week-long workshop involved thirty participants whom 

Diamond selected through interviews.  Each workshop participant received a $500 

honorarium, divided into two payments (to avoid rendering any welfare system 

participants ineligible for their state checks).  

  Only a handful of workshop participants would continue as cast members and 

develop the performance.  Those interested in performing in the play’s public run 

auditioned with Diamond during their workshop interviews, engaging in improvisations 

in which he looked not necessarily for actors but mainly for “flexibility, the person’s 

ability to play with me in an artificial situation” (Diamond Practicing 8).  Diamond held 

the auditions for the play prior to the workshop because he wanted to avoid a spirit of 

competition in the workshop itself.  He feared workshop participants might not express 

themselves freely if they were preoccupied with securing a role in the play.  Ironically, 

Diamond’s strategy to remove audition tension (while it makes sense to me as a 

facilitator) also invited the kind of workshop hierarchy that could bring its own tensions, 

with only some participants chosen as actors and others rejected.  Only some participants 

would stick around to devise the play based on ideas gathered during the workshop.  As a 

result, those individuals who participated in the final stages of devising inevitably 

possessed more creative control over the think tank process than other participants. 

  Vancouver-based geography scholars Pratt and Johnston offer a careful analysis 

of the initial workshop, tracing both the fruits and ethical complications of “theatre as a 

means of doing research” (“Putting” 72).  Johnston, then a graduate student at the 
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University of British Columbia, had been accepted as a workshop participant (who would 

not perform in the play), though Pratt, a professor at the same university, had not been 

accepted to participate in the workshop (“Putting” 78).  Pratt and Johnston extol the 

virtues of theatre as a method for “participatory activist research,” particularly with 

populations already oppressed by a variety of social and government systems:  “Theatre 

techniques were used to elicit narratives—using bodies to evoke stories in ways that 

allowed economically marginal—and in some cases socially and psychologically 

vulnerable, individuals to maintain their privacy” (“Putting” 75).  Some participants, for 

example, could share their experiences or feelings about poverty and cuts to social 

services through images or phrases that would then become detached from their names 

and folded into the collective knowledge of the workshop group.  “Especially among 

vulnerable individuals,” Pratt and Johnston comment on Headlines’ methods, “there 

seems good reason to experiment with different, including indirect, modes of testimony” 

(“Putting” 75).  

   This form of testimony, however, raises key questions about knowledge and 

ownership.  Divorcing individuals from their comments and images is a fraught practice, 

and Practicing Democracy was not immune to some of the charges of exploitation that 

frequently attend qualitative research.  Workshop participants had drastically varying 

reactions to the creative process, which used Theatre of the Oppressed and Theatre for 

Living techniques.  Many of the participants felt empowered and engaged; to others the 

workshop felt “sensationalizing, undemocratic and exploitative” (“Putting” 75).  Some 

thought the workshop privileged subjects like “public violence, drug addiction and 
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prostitution” over “more ‘mundane’ or everyday experiences of poverty” (74).  One 

woman referred to Headlines as “poverty pimps” (74).  Another participant (who acted in 

the play) wondered if the benefits were worth the cost of the emotional excavation it 

required for many workshop attendees.  Several of these concerns were aired to the whole 

workshop group and to Diamond as well, while others were shared with Pratt and/or 

Johnston.  Even in these early stages of gathering and generating knowledge that led up 

to the public think tank, questions about power and appropriation proliferated. 

  After the larger workshop Diamond and six cast members clarified and rehearsed 

the play.10  Each actor was paid $550 per week for the seven weeks of employment and 

encouraged to work with social service workers to figure out how to keep the payments 

from altering their social service eligibility.  In essence, the theatre paid people to share 

their everyday expertise, compensating them for their knowledge as any think tank 

would. 

 It is also important to acknowledge, however, that—while the performance 

process as a whole staged the expertise of the actors—some of the documentation of the 

project trafficked in condescending depictions of the participants.  Occasionally the 

                                                        
10 Two of these actors were members of the Canadian Actors’ Equity Association, and therefore relatively 
experienced performers. One of them, a female senior citizen, was a professional actor whom Diamond 
hired early on as part of the cast; she had her own experience living in poverty in Vancouver. The presence 
of the other professional actor was not part of Diamond’s initial casting plan but instead was an 
improvisation. One of the members of the original cast stopped coming suddenly, and Diamond needed to 
find someone who could be flexible enough to step into that cast member’s role with rehearsals already in 
progress. In his journal of the rehearsal process, Diamond worried that the choice to include another 
professional actor might elicit concern from the original workshop participants but also said: “I don’t feel at 
this point that I have any choice . . . [T]here were two other men in the workshop who could have done this, 
but both of them made it very clear during the process that they didn’t want to be on stage. The others were 
either onstage and very, very quiet or in a very intense, high level, yelling mode. It is a matter of safety for 
the rest of the cast—we need to get back to work on this very complex play, with someone who can work 
with the flexibility necessary to step into something that has already been created. The rehearsal process 
needs to stabilize, and quickly” (Practicing 41). 
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documentation tended toward emphasizing the generosity and tolerance of Diamond and 

the theatre instead of the participants’ agency.  For example, in a preview written for The 

Globe and Mail, author Alexandra Gill constructs the adult participants as lacking 

discipline and focus.  I include here an excerpt from the short article’s opening anecdote:  

  Diamond is ready to dive straight into the second part of the rehearsal,  

  but a few of the actors pause and look over sheepishly.  

   “Uh, can we just go for a quick smoke break?” one asks.  

   Diamond hangs his head: “You can't do this during the actual  

  performance run—you know that, right?” “Only during rehearsals,” the  

  actors shout as they race for the door.  

   “Be back in five minutes,” Diamond hollers back. He turns to the  

  small preview audience, with which he has been left all alone, and shrugs.  

   Such are the challenges of creating legislative theatre in which  

  professional actors share the stage with real-life welfare moms and tent- 

  city squatters (Gill R1).   

 While many professional actors are accustomed to waiting for their scheduled 

union breaks in ways that more “amateur” performers might not be, Gill dismissively 

implies that living in thrall to a nicotine addiction is a quality specific to “welfare moms 

and tent city squatters.”  More to the point, the entire anecdote, even if it might be 

accurate, selects a decidedly infantilizing tone as it paints its picture of the performers.  

The same sort of tone occasionally surfaces in Diamond’s diary for the project, as he 

details the practical constraints the theatre faced in working with the particular actors in 
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the ensemble.  Collaborating with non-professional actors living in dire circumstances 

could pose particular challenges that other practitioners might benefit from reading about, 

but it feels pressing for performance think tank planners and documentarians to find ways 

to write about their work in tones that do not undermine citizen-experts.   

  At the conclusion of its lengthy planning, devising, and rehearsal processes, the 

play Practicing Democracy ran for three weeks, one week at each of three locations 

across Vancouver.  Each showing featured the performance of the play followed by a 

Forum Theatre session.  Headlines chose performance sites based on availability and on a 

desire for geographic diversity among attendees.  The play opened at Japanese Hall, a 

school and community center on the edge of the Downtown East Side (DTES—a 

notorious abbreviation, connoting a “problem area” in policy documents and local press).  

The neighborhood includes a high concentration of homelessness, drug abuse, and drug-

related violence.  Staging the play in the DTES meant that Vancouverites living in the 

SROs (single room occupancy buildings), street dwellings, and shelters in that 

neighborhood would be more likely to be able to come, and indeed many individuals 

from the Downtown Eastside did attend.11  Next the production moved to the Croatian 

Cultural Center, tucked under a skytrain track a few blocks from the popular dining spots 

on East Vancouver’s Commercial Drive, a stretch that is particularly culturally diverse in 

terms of ethnicity and sexuality.  The tour finished at St. James Community Square, a 

long-ago refurbished church in trendy Kitsilano on the West Side, where homeless and 

                                                        
11 Headlines also held the introductory workshop at the Japanese Hall, making their early creative 
exploration especially accessible to many of the individuals whose lives are most viscerally shaped by 
poverty.  
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transient city residents mix regularly amongst those enjoying chic clothing stores, leafy 

green parks, and beaches lining English Bay.  Each neighborhood (differently) positioned 

Practicing Democracy to welcome diverse crowds.  

  The production’s heterogeneous audiences included (but were not limited to): 

homeless citizens, poor citizens, middle-class and upper-class citizens who either worked 

with those populations or were simply curious about the project, six members of the city 

council as well as other city employees, social workers, college students, and longtime 

fans of Headlines Theatre’s work.  The production’s admission policy made it accessible; 

the play was free or pay-what-you-can.  Diamond notes that while “many times audience 

members put in $20.00 bills, asking for no change,” “the average donation was $6.23” 

(Practicing 3).  He interprets that average as evidence of socioeconomic diversity. 

Diamond was also frequently asked about the number of city council members who 

attended.  Many people wanted to know whether (or to what extent) the play’s slogan, 

“City Hall is listening,” was actually true.   

 A bit of context about the locations of my interviews might help illustrate the 

geographical complexities Practicing Democracy navigated.  I interviewed Diamond and 

Gallant, the legal consultant, separately in Kitsilano, where both of them live.  I 

interviewed Sandra Pronteau, one of the project’s participants, in Chinatown, close to the 

edge of the Downtown East Side, where she has lived for much of her adult life.  

Gallant’s description of her neighborhood in comparison with the Downtown East Side 

illustrates the cultural distance the Legislative Theatre think tank traveled even when it 
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moved just a few miles across town. Gallant’s comments also speak to differences in life 

experiences between some of the participants and some of the artistic/creative personnel:  

You know, [Kitsilano] is a lovely neighborhood I live in, right? And 

there’s still lots of homeless people, three or four fellas who hang out in 

the park across the street with their shopping carts, and they live in the 

park.  They’re down on the beach, and I live in a nice condo . . . And it’s 

easy to kind of just not see [the homelessness and poverty] for a while.  .  . 

Vancouver, for whatever reason . . . a lot of the worst part of it is in like a 

four-block radius, the Downtown East Side.  I don’t know what you saw, 

but there’s so much concentrated there, it’s almost like a Third World, and 

then you go three or four blocks, and you’re into like Louis Vitton and all 

the rest of it, and it is a huge contrast (Interview). 

Gallant recalls driving with the windows down through the Downtown East Side upon 

first moving to Vancouver:  “Eyes wide as saucers, we look around, there’s two cop cars 

pulled up on the curb.  There are six men on the ground, three people stumbling out of a 

kind of a fleabag motel.  It was just like apocalyptic, and we rolled the windows up.  

What had we stumbled into?  Two blocks later, it was gone, and it was sort of hugely 

shocking” (Interview).  

 Gallant’s description (while eyebrow raising, particularly in its implicit 

construction of the “Third World”) exhibits an impression of the DTES held by many 

Vancouver citizens.  When I made my first research trip to Vancouver, I (perhaps 

naively) planned to stay at Pender Lodge, a hostel near the DTES.  On my way through 
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Chinatown, I paused, a sweaty lost tourist, marked by the bags on her back and the 

Lonely Planet guide she looked to for divine wisdom.  A woman, probably in her thirties 

or forties, stopped and asked if I needed some help.  I told her where I had reserved a 

room.  She entreated me not to stay there, saying she would “never let anyone [she] loved 

stay there” and that it just was not safe.  I thought perhaps her suggestion was alarmist 

hyperbole, but upon arriving outside Pender Lodge to find all of its windows hanging out 

of their frames in jagged shards, I took her advice.  I raise these anecdotes not to reify 

prevailing ideas about the neighborhoods in question but to point out that, for better and 

for worse, Kitsilano and the DTES can feel like distant worlds though only a few miles 

apart.  Those worlds frequently collided through interactions between Practicing 

Democracy planners, actors, and audiences—occasionally, as this chapter reveals, to 

tense results.   

   

Performing Think Tanks: Citizens Producing and Exchanging Knowledge 

 The play that anchored Practicing Democracy ran approximately twenty-five 

minutes. Individuals selected as actors had worked with Diamond to shape characters and 

scenarios that combined their own experiences with images, phrases, and experiences 

shared by the initial workshop’s participants.  The plot of the play spans roughly twenty-

four hours in the lives of six Vancouverites: 1) Karla (from the opening plum anecdote), 

whose aversion to the dehumanizing climate of homeless shelters drives her to trade sex 

for other forms of shelter (or for the money that will buy her drugs to trade for shelter); 2) 

Marty (Karla’s ex-boyfriend), an addict who pressures Karla to turn tricks for dope 
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money; 3 and 4) Trade and Angel, a man and woman who live together in a dumpster but 

are increasingly driven apart by Angel’s furtive hoarding of fresh fruit; 5) Elaine, a 

former social worker whose pregnancy leaves her financially strapped, in need of housing 

herself, and unable to respond to Karla’s requests for assistance; and, finally, 6) Nan 

(Elaine’s grandmother), inadequately medicated, isolated, and too poor to grant her 

granddaughter’s request for shelter.  At the play’s climax, a disoriented Nan wanders out 

into the street as a fight erupts between Angel, Karla, and Marty.  Marty is furious that 

Karla has lost the money that might stave off his dope-sickness.  Desperate for cash, the 

three squatters rush Nan, groping her fragile body for money.  Karla grabs Nan’s cane 

and strikes her, eliciting from the elderly woman the chilling, guttural howl of pain that 

ends the play.  

 Sandra Pronteau, the performer who played Angel, asserts that the post-workshop 

process of generating the play drew on the ideas and experiences of both the actors 

themselves and the other workshop participants who were no longer “in the room”:  “We 

worked with all the ideas.  A lot of [the ideas suggested by the other workshop 

participants] were put on scrap paper and hung on the walls.”  As a result, even though 

not all of the creative contributors remained for the entire process, everyone’s insights 

left traces.  As for the actors in the public play, their own lives provided a wealth of data. 

For example, Lillian Carson, the actor playing Nan, raised four children while receiving 

welfare assistance.  One article about Practicing Democracy highlighted the experiences 

with poverty and joblessness that informed the play:  “[Theresa] Myles [who played 

Karla] was so desperate for this gig, which pays $550, she lied in her audition.  ‘When 
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they asked me if I had any acting experience I told them 'Yeah, I've done it all my life.'  It 

wasn't exactly a lie, Myles explains with a hearty cackle.  The performance got her the 

part” (Gill R1).  Pronteau elaborates on this process of drawing on actors’ life 

experiences:  “We thought, ‘We want to be as realistic as possible’ . . . Our social worker 

in the play was an actual social worker, and then she got let go, right, so she, you know, 

used that experience in her character” (Interview).  Not only does Pronteau’s reflection 

hint that the small core of actors learned from one another about their past and current 

realities in a kind of intra-group pedagogy; it also attests to the project’s investment in 

drawing on the actors’ personal expertise as devisers built core characters. 

  As a result of this investment in participant expertise, discourses of authenticity 

surfaced frequently, both in participants’ descriptions of Practicing Democracy as well as 

in journalism about the project.  Alexandra Gill’s preview article in The Globe and Mail, 

for example, is entitled, “Get Ready for Reality Theatre.”  Diamond explained at the 

opening of the Forum: “Everything in the play comes out of people’s real life 

experiences, everything.  Having said that, it’s important for you to know that none of the 

actors are playing themselves.  Everybody’s playing a character” (telecast).  Diamond’s 

emphasis on such a distinction actually suggests that he knew the division between actors 

and characters he proposed was really not that simple at all.  After all, his caveat only 

partially accounts for the complex ways characters bleed onto people and people bleed 

onto characters.  Pronteau gestured toward how actor and character often became 

intertwined throughout the Practicing Democracy process: 
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 That was a lot of work because we had to create our own character, 

and we had to understand what that character was going to be, so we 

molded ourselves into what we know about real people and incorporated it 

all together within ourselves.  Some of it I didn’t really like because one of 

the things I didn’t like was swearing, but you know, people down here can 

be really, like, tough-mouthed.  And then the other thing was rapping an 

old lady.  I told David, “I don’t want to do that,” and he said, “Sandra’s 

not doing that. That’s Angel.  You’ve gotta remember you are not Sandra. 

You’re playing a character.  It’s just a part.”  So I thought, okay, I’ll go 

along with it . . . I think the hardest part was after we did the show, it took 

me an hour to shake off the character.  You know how the show ends, with 

the beating up of Nan? It took a lot of adrenaline, and I still had the 

adrenaline going after the show.  [When she got home] My partner would 

say, I hope Angel didn’t come back! (Interview) 

Almost anyone who has played a role in a play has some experience with the melding 

together of actor and character Pronteau recalls.  Some Legislative Theatre practitioners 

might find it a challenge to help participants negotiate such tensions between actors and 

characters, especially when working with performers who have no training that might 

offer them a vocabulary or conceptual frame for distinguishing between the two.  In the 

events I describe in Chapter Three, I found myself faced with that challenge as well.  

  Though traditional Boalian Forum Theatre tends toward emphasizing one 

protagonist, the rich variety of perspectives represented in the play meant that almost all 
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of Practicing Democracy’s characters felt like protagonists, offering citizen spect-actors 

multiple points of entry—and therefore more embodied avenues for think tank 

contributions.  Throughout the Forum sessions following the play, spect-actors and other 

participants taught each other about policies and their keenly felt effects.  Obviously, an 

endeavor partially rooted in Theatre of the Oppressed (and, therefore, Paulo Freire’s 

Pedagogy of the Oppressed) should privilege dialogic learning, so some might argue that 

the knowledges exchanged through Practicing Democracy could have been produced in 

many kinds of projects, “legislative” or not.  And even beyond the realms of Boalian 

performance, people learn together through theatre.  Nevertheless, because of Practicing 

Democracy’s status as Legislative Theatre, the dissection of its compelling play framed 

information-sharing as an act of citizenship.   

  Approximately 5000 viewers in British Columbia saw the telecast of the March 6 

performance and Forum of Practicing Democracy (Pratt and Johnston “Turning” 96).  

That performance still featured a live audience, who could intervene as they typically did 

during all of the other performances over the course of the show’s run.  The telecast’s 

primary difference in terms of procedure was that television spectators who viewed the 

play live could call telephone numbers running across the screen and propose 

interventions.  Surrogate spect-actors trained by Headlines sat stationed at phones 

backstage, poised to enact interventions proposed by callers.  During the televised 

performance, three of the eleven interventions (including the brief plum intervention that 

opens this chapter) were proxy interventions, deployed by surrogate spect-actors.   
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  This chapter does not analyze the implications of proxy interventions at length; 

though Headlines Theatre often televises their mainstage productions, proxy interventions 

were far more the exception than the rule in Practicing Democracy.  Even so, it is 

important to acknowledge that the power dynamics of proxy interventions differ from 

those of on-site interventions in that the stakes are lower for callers.  Spect-actors 

communicating their desires over the phone are able to cloak themselves in the 

anonymity proxy interventions allow.  They do not have to face the possible 

embarrassment of an intervention’s failure, so the burden to think through a potential 

intervention’s consequences is not as intense.  The context of the live theatrical event 

means spect-actors intervening in person face the possibility of failing spectacularly—

and the possibility of interrogation from actors or other audience members.  At the same 

time, the collective knowledge-building that followed the proxy interventions very 

closely resembled—in form and content—the public policy conversations that occurred 

after the non-proxy interventions, with the slight difference that the surrogate actors often 

did not appear, at least by my estimation, quite as viscerally connected to their objectives.   

  In terms of procedure, for each Forum, Diamond furnished guidelines and then 

facilitated as spectators became spect-actors.  He invited audience members to yell “stop” 

(as per usual in Forum) and enter the play to rehearse solutions that, in the case of this 

particular Forum, might “create safety” for one or more of the characters in a world made 

more dangerous as a result of increasing social service cuts.  Diamond followed 

interventions with questions exploring their feasibility.  During each of the Forum’s 

embodied and verbal discussions, Gallant—the legal consultant—sat toward the side of 
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the house, furiously typing notes about each intervention on her laptop—notes she would 

return to later, as she developed the legislative report.  

  In the Forums, information circulated in a variety of directions:  from actors to 

audience, from facilitator to audience, from audience to actors and facilitator, from one 

audience member to another, etc.  In one intervention, a female audience member stepped 

in for Karla.  The spect-actor refused to prostitute for the money Karla needed.  As 

Diamond and the audience probed the intervention, Diamond asked whether Karla would 

really refuse to prostitute herself if doing so meant losing a place to sleep.  During this 

dialogue, the actor playing Karla, Theresa Myles, drew from her own experiences to 

explain why she believed her character would never return to homeless shelter culture, 

where drug abuse and theft run rampant.  

Marty’s the devil Karla knows.  At least somebody she knows is 

degrading her. The shelters marginalize you.  They’re [The shelters are] 

really good, it’s great to have them.  But if you’ve been homeless for a 

few months, you’re run of the mill, you’ve been there.  It’s a business. 

You’re marginalized, you’re warehoused.  Karla’s like, trying to stay 

Karla, whether that’s bad or good.  Plus, there’s a lot of people . . . Karla 

may have had a substance or drinking problem in the past, and she may 

have done well before she ended up having to go to shelters.  And 

[substance abuse is] all around her [at shelters].  People stole all her 

clothes at the shelters.  It takes your dignity, after a while. 
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Myles’ perspective forcefully disassembles the notion of shelters as safe havens, as 

spaces automatically more protective than, say, streets or dumpsters or the homes of 

johns.  For many spectators, at least some of Myles’ testimony would likely have been 

new information.  Diamond looked to the audience to affirm her claims.  “Who knows 

this about the shelters?” he asked. Several hands went up.  “Yeah, I’d say maybe fifteen 

percent of the room knows what she’s talking about.”  Of course, Diamond’s inquiry left 

much unspoken about what it might and might not mean to “know” something, and 

perhaps even opened a space for those who claim to “know” to seem more “authentic” or 

authoritative than others.  At the same time, Diamond consciously framed spectators as 

potential authorities.  He also facilitated a valuable moment in which a bodily 

testimonial—the raising of hands (however briefly)—revealed a private experience (the 

actor’s) as a more widespread public problem.  

 Another intervention featured a male audience member replacing Angel in a 

discussion between her and Karla about where the two women would go to escape the 

cold night.  Spect-actor Angel entered the scene just after “original” Angel had tried to 

convince Karla to stay at the dumpster with Angel and Trade rather than exchanging sex 

for shelter.  “You don’t have to fuck Marty to have a bed, girl,” the original Angel 

cajoled.  “I mean, my God, you know what he’s about.”  Karla, however, refused to sleep 

in the dumpster, so she and “new” Angel compromised, agreeing to ask Trade to 

accompany them to an underground parking lot in Chinatown, where all three could 

huddle together by the heating ducts and take turns staying awake on lookout.  
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Ultimately, Trade acquiesced:  “I could try it. It’s gonna be different for me, but I could 

try it.” 

 Following this intervention, Diamond’s systems theory approach surfaced as he 

encouraged reflection on interrelations between individuals and societies.  “Something’s 

brought [Trade] out [of the dumpster],” Diamond noted, sweeping his hand across the 

stage, as though casting an imaginary web over all the play’s characters, connecting the 

dots of a social matrix.  “That elderly woman isn’t going to get beat up today because 

[Karla’s] not going to Marty.  Everything really is connected to everything else.”  By 

assuming a more overtly pedagogical role and pinpointing how one intervention could 

alter the play’s entire dramaturgical structure, Diamond underscored that what happens in 

one person’s life rarely affects just that person; individual actions have social 

implications.  He illustrated the possibility that any act might profitably be viewed as an 

act of citizenship that shapes one’s membership in a larger community.  While the claim 

that “everything really is connected to everything else” is unnecessarily generalizing, the 

majority of Diamond’s analyses remained grounded in the play’s specifics, avoiding the 

suggestion that everyone involved in a social event is connected to it in the same way, to 

the same degree, or with the same stakes. 

   

Diverse Think Tank Personnel: Multiple Embodiments of Expertise 

  The examples above—including the vignette beginning this chapter—demonstrate 

subtle (and not-so-subtle) discursive hierarchies shaping Practicing Democracy’s public 

sphere(s).  In several moments, the actors who rehearsed the play assumed an expert 
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status slightly more pronounced than that of those who started out in the audience.  In 

other moments, Diamond’s expert synthesis of interventions figured prominently.  

Nonetheless, spect-actors and other audience members still contributed much to the 

shared knowledge pool, even as Diamond and the actors carried authority.  It would also 

be difficult to overestimate the value of actors with viscerally felt experiences of poverty 

and homelessness taking on such public pedagogical roles.  Exigencies of time and 

money mean some people are much more likely to make themselves heard in public 

democratic discourse than others; Diamond’s strategy of emphasizing the authority of 

these particular actors reflected an awareness of that reality.  As in any think tank, 

participants assumed different kinds of authority depending on the nature of their 

expertise.12 

 Actors frequently asserted their expertise in character, not only during the 

talkbacks after each intervention (as evidenced above) but also during the interventions 

themselves and the improvisations they necessitated.  Pronteau (as Angel) particularly 

remembers the pleasures of teaming up with Myles (as Karla) to improvise a challenge to 

what they perceived as a naïve intervention:  

Well, some of them were quite comical . . . Karla and I, we were freezing, 

right, without a place to stay, and a guy [the spect-actor] comes along and 

says, “Hey, come home with me.  You guys can sleep in my back yard. I 

have a tent there.”  I said, “Okay, we’ll go.”  So Karla and I are like, 

“Let’s go roll [the guy]. So we get over there, you know, we’re imagining 

                                                        
12 Sharing their knowledge, actors performed what Kennelly—quoting Hannah Arendt—calls their “‘who-
ness’ in the public sphere of appearances” (556). 
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the scene, and then the guy turns back on us, and I pretended I had a knife: 

“Give me all your money.” . . . And then he just, he didn’t know what to 

do, he was like, “What do I do?” . . . It was a lot more fun that way 

[rigorously challenging the spect-actors].  That’s a real life situation; not 

everybody’s going to appreciate what you have to offer.  People are going 

to be thinking about their next drugs, their next fix, or what they’ll want to 

eat . . . We were hungry.  And that’s why.  We didn’t care about sleeping 

in a tent. We just wanted money (Interview). 

The actors’ response to the seemingly well-meaning spect-actor highlighted 1) the 

problem of assuming that “help” from individuals is what a struggling person wants, and 

2) the relative ineffectiveness of addressing large-scale poverty and addiction through the 

generosity of private individuals (as a neo-liberal approach would encourage), rather than 

through policy.  

  These interventions and ensuing conversations framed many participants—

Diamond and actors included—as various forms of “knowledgeholders,” a community 

activism term defined by Suzanne W. Morse.  Knowledgeholders “have critical 

information about an issue but may not be directly affected by the issue or its 

consequences” (48).  Distanced knowledgeholders, Morse argues, can be vital; their 

relative estrangement can “help the group understand the systemic nature of [a] problem 

or opportunity and the interconnected parts” (48).  As for the actors and spectators with 

more direct experience with the issues, their crucial acts of witnessing and testimony 

staged them as knowledgeholders, too.  Their contributions asserted both the immediacy 
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of the problems considered and the particular ways those problems are felt across diverse 

people and circumstances.   

  Scholars Geraldine Pratt and Caleb Johnston have argued that Practicing 

Democracy’s Forums “were opportunities to learn about models and moments of active 

citizenship” (“Turning” 106).  Pratt and Johnston, however, implicitly downplay what I 

find to be the most exciting part about Practicing Democracy.  “At the most mundane,” 

they write, “the forum was simply a site for exchanging information” (“Turning” 106).  I 

presume there is nothing mundane or simple about citizens teaching each other about 

their diverse experiences with policy, especially given that much of the power of 

government systems hinges on obfuscation of information and privatization of 

experience.13  Sandra Pronteau signaled how meaningful it was for her to inhabit a 

pedagogical role, offering that, for her, the most important accomplishment of Practicing 

Democracy was “educating the public, bringing the awareness out” on subjects about 

which people might otherwise say, “sweep it under the carpet” (Interview). 

 

Accessing Practicing Democracy  

  Practicing Democracy theoretically opened its think tank to everyone.  As Nancy 

Fraser argues, however, the mere will to bracket differences in financial, cultural, and 

discursive capital in a democratic public sphere does not make those gaps disappear 

(Fraser 119).  The production attempted to remove a variety of barriers to access, but as 

                                                        
13 Kennelly acknowledges this problem of privatization and the value of privileged citizens learning about 
harsh realities other citizens face. It is also important, I would add, that the Forum was a space where 
marginalized citizens could learn more about each other’s experiences. 
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with most practices of citizenship, the performance proved more accessible to some 

participants than others.  Every Forum participant has a different sense of comfort or 

discomfort with its dramaturgical rules.  Getting up to intervene in a Forum often requires 

an especially healthy measure of chutzpah.  Sometimes that chutzpah (or, conversely, a 

reticence to intervene) may have to do with a person’s inherent extroversion or 

introversion.  In other moments, participants, restless with some aspect of the process, 

will denaturalize the authority of the joker and how that authority shapes access to the 

public sphere of the Forum.   

  In one intervention, for instance, an audience member revealed her frustration 

with Forum’s parameters and, in the process, denaturalized Diamond’s power.  She 

yelled “Stop,” and Diamond called on her: 

SPECT-ACTOR. My intervention is on you. 
 
DIAMOND. On me?  
 
SPECT-ACTOR. And I think it’s respectful and it’s solution-based.  
 
DIAMOND. I’m not actually in the scene, you know? 
 
SPECT-ACTOR. I know, I understand, but you just did a speech that I  
 
really, I have to speak to because, if not, I’m going to have to leave the   
 
room, and so will you allow me to do it? 
 
DIAMOND. Okay. You need a mike. (He hands her his.)  

 
The spect-actor gave a short, impassioned speech about how to address isolation of senior 

citizens. Diamond responded as the woman returned to her seat: 
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DIAMOND. Okay, you know, of course I agree with everything you say, 

but I want to say that the invitation here today is to explore ideas through 

the action on the stage. Okay? We’re gonna continue here.  

   Diamond’s follow-up implied that the spect-actor broke the rules by replacing 

him.  As Sonja Kuftinec asserts in her description of how power flows within U.S.-based 

Cornerstone Theatre, “boundaries of belonging, and insider/outsider positions, have a 

dimension of fluidity that complicates the relationship between community-based artists 

and participants” (13).  By “dimension of fluidity,” Kuftinec means that often the 

community-based artist facilitating an event will simultaneously be both outsider and 

insider, and that even the degree to which a facilitator occupies either identity will 

fluctuate over the course of a theatre process.  As a Vancouverite, Diamond belonged to 

the community the play addressed, but as joker he had the most power over the criteria 

for an appropriate intervention.  In his interview with me, Diamond expressed concern 

about the notion of the theatre guru and its attendant power, but the Headlines website 

and Diamond’s long history of work in Vancouver still endow him with a quasi-celebrity 

status.  His level of apparent approval or disapproval would have at least somewhat 

influenced who felt comfortable intervening and, by extension, influenced the range of 

voices ultimately represented in the legislative report. 

    If, as Michael Warner suggests, publics are constituted through address, the joker, 

arguably the person most responsible for a Forum’s address, has tremendous power to 

influence who can access a Forum’s public sphere(s) (67).  “[T]he joker,” Paul Dwyer 

explains, “enacts a pedagogical role which may be crucial in shaping the ideological 
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contours of the event” (201).  Part of the joker’s power, Dwyer suggests, is shored up by 

how much he or she talks compared to other participants, who are often discouraged from 

talking in favor of speaking with bodies primarily.  Berenice Fisher argues that 

approaching Theatre of the Oppressed with a feminist concern for access sometimes 

means allowing for even (borrowing her phrase from feminist Theatre of the Oppressed 

practitioner Martha Jong) “talking, talking, talking” (191).  In some moments (the one 

with Diamond and the spect-actor who made her intervention “on” him, for example), 

some participants might chafe against limitations on talking.  Though cuts to welfare and 

social services devastate people at the intersections of many vectors of identity, in 2003 

the United Nations explicitly disapproved of how British Columbia provincial policy 

detrimentally affected the lives of women in particular (Pratt and Johnston “Putting” 72).  

Paying attention to when women might be silenced or discouraged by the Forum process 

is always a pressing concern, and British Columbia’s recent record on women’s safety 

only underscores the need for that attention in the specific case of Practicing Democracy. 

  I dwell on this example of the woman who intervened for Diamond not to deny 

that talking might prove less useful in particular moments.  Neither do I suggest that the 

joker’s (often quite generative) power should or could be jettisoned altogether.  I have 

seen Diamond joker live; he excels at connecting constellations of disparate ideas and 

making many participants feel comfortable taking risks.  I want to mark, however, the 

problem of suggesting that, even in the most seemingly democratic of Forums, all who 

attend can—as Boal puts it—“say what they want.”  I also question the closely related 

notion that Forum Theatre performances are structured by power dynamics completely 
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different from other kinds of live theatrical events.  In her own analysis of Practicing 

Democracy, Jacqueline Kennelly invests in just such a notion:  

The experience for the audience of “Practicing Democracy” was thus 

completely different from the experience of the audience at a more 

traditional theatrical show.  Whereas in traditional theatre, the audience 

remains passive and largely veiled from the actors on stage, “Practicing 

Democracy” required the audience to become the show, to try different 

personae, to carry their appearances with them onto that vulnerable space 

that is the stage (555-556).  

Here Kennelly upholds a passive/active binary frequently constructed in reception 

analysis, even in Susan Bennett’s landmark text Theatre Audiences, in which Bennett 

focuses her project on theatre emerging after 1960 and explicitly attempting to foster “the 

productive and emancipated spectator,” defined in opposition to an audience yoked into 

passivity by “codes and conventions of behavior” (1-3).  I find it hard to imagine any 

experience of theatrical reception not guided by “codes and conventions of behavior.” 

Still, Boal’s own renderings of audience history have often tended toward naturalizing 

binaries between active and passive (or “free” versus “indoctrinated”) audiences rather 

than parsing out the details of the actually complicated systems of power usually 

functioning between actor, producer, and audience.  Diamond, as joker, set many of the 

codes and conventions in Practicing Democracy.  He therefore also set the terms by 

which knowledge was generated.  Think tanks produce knowledge; they are institutions 

with ideological inflections, even in the most purportedly “apolitical” of cases.  In 



 

 
 
 
 

95 

Legislative Theatre, some forms of knowledge production will wield more cultural 

capital in the performance space than others. 

  I am inspired by Practicing Democracy’s ambitious civic engagement process.  

The example of Diamond’s strained interaction with the spect-actor who wants to speak 

rather than jump into the scene is especially relevant for those who, like me, want to 

facilitate similar Legislative Theatre projects.  The moment illustrates the delicate, 

difficult decisions of tone and distribution of airtime (meaning who talks in the Forum 

space and how much) that jokers often face.  It also speaks to the potential for the joker’s 

choices to shape the knowledge produced by a Legislative Theatre think tank.  

 

Tracing Efficacy/Efficacious Traces 

  Boal specialized in energetic, bold (and occasionally boldly hyperbolic) 

statements.  Again, it can be tempting to discuss efficacy in broad strokes, buoyed by 

Boal’s inspirational energy and optimism.  What, specifically, did Practicing Democracy 

accomplish? Practicing Democracy’s legislative component enabled the project to leave 

several efficacious traces.  Legal consultant Carrie Gallant promises that every 

intervention is reflected in her legislative report.14  The document is lengthy and specific 

(twenty-seven pages single-spaced, exclusive of the thirteen-page executive summary).  

The recommendations relate to a plethora of concerns, not all of which could be 

addressed by Vancouver City Council alone (as the report acknowledges).  Gallant 

categorizes the recommendations under five headings: housing, food, safety, support, and 

                                                        
14 The report also included suggestions offered verbally in response to interventions, as well as input sent 
via email by the audience watching from home on March 6, 2004. 
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money.  Under each category, after summarizing “the underlying desire in the numerous 

interventions,” she moves on to paraphrase the audiences’ recommendations about how 

the City Council can act to fulfill (at least partially) that desire (7, emphasis hers).  For 

example, under “Housing,” Gallant summarizes the underlying desire as follows:  “to 

provide more safe and accessible options, and enable choice” (7).  When Gallant begins 

listing specific audience recommendations, the report breaks down into more finely 

delineated categories.  She also contextualizes many of the policy suggestions by 

pointing to social service precedents that model how to implement them and/or attest to 

their feasibility.  The report incorporates a rich cacophony of voices; seemingly 

contradictory suggestions are allowed to co-exist, as are suggestions that obviously vary 

widely in their feasibility, even to someone relatively unfamiliar with Vancouver City 

Council’s fiscal and jurisdictional limitations. 

  Gallant, however, was not merely a cipher for the ideas of those who attended and 

participated in Practicing Democracy.  She was a mediator, and her “translation” of 

interventions into legislative desires involved much interpretation on her part.  Precisely 

because Gallant’s contributions to the think tank (vis a vis the legislative report) were so 

pivotal, I want to trouble how Gallant positions herself and the theatre as neutral conduits 

rather than key meaning makers in Practicing Democracy’s processes.  She writes: “The 

voice of this Report is not the voice of Headlines Theatre; rather it is the voice of the 

community.  The role of Headlines Theatre was to provide a vehicle through which 

members of the community could communicate their desires and ideas for change” (ii).  

Nevertheless, Gallant rarely quotes Practicing Democracy participants directly.  Her 
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voice is, of course, therefore powerfully present in the report’s syntax.  To evacuate 

Gallant’s power from the translation process therefore not only downplays her significant 

(and often quite impressive) labor; it also inaccurately represents the actually subjective 

process of interpretation involved in this report.15  Archiving, Jacques Derrida explains, 

“produces as much as it records the event” (17).  The ideologically laden task of 

translating performance into legislative language once again illustrates how Legislative 

Theatre personnel—like think tank personnel—play active, powerful roles in the process 

of meaning-making. 

  That said, Carrie Gallant’s legislative report provided an (albeit indirect) avenue 

for communication between participants and a government body that literally legislates 

citizens’ bodies.  As Gallant reminds, facilitating such points of contact between citizens 

and legislators is especially vital for many homeless Vancouverites, who often do not 

register to vote because they have no home address to list on voter registration 

paperwork.  Unlike voting, another citizenship practice, communicating with the council 

through Gallant’s report was not predicated on formal, state-authorized citizenship status.  

                                                        
15 Gallant and I spent a large portion of our interview just breaking down her complicated translation 
process.  I include some of her detailed description here because I think it might be useful for other 
Legislative Theatre practitioners in the future: “Each night, I would start out with scene 1, Karla and Angel, 
and they were talking about shelter and housing in that first scene, right?  And I would have all the 
interventions that happened there . . . What I first did [at the conclusion of the three week run]: I went 
through all nineteen performances or however many we had, and I took all of the scene 1’s out, and then 
had March 3, 4, 5, 6 all together, scene 2, the same.  So I just put them all together to try and get it 
organized in my head, so that I started to see those patterns [of repeated requests]. And . . . for some 
[scenes] there was one intervention that night, and then [for other scenes] there were two or three 
interventions in that scene. Were they the same desires? Different desires? So that’s a fair bit of work, just 
organizing that.  From there, I started to look at, okay, so what are the prevailing themes that are coming 
out? And then I started organizing that way, so there were a couple of themes that overlapped . . . So I 
started  . . . pulling them together . . . Because that’s where the translation comes, because we’ve got all this 
raw data, and I just think that it’s kind of like doing a thesis in a way, where you’re starting off with all this 
research data, this scientific data, and trying to put it into a meaningful pattern, a meaningful way of 
describing what your results are.”  



 

 
 
 
 

98 

In that respect, the project’s form and content reinforced “the arts as a public entitlement 

and a crucial site of political conversation and contestation” (Dolan “Rehearsing” 7).   

  The report and the ensuing exchanges between Headlines and the city also 

clarified aspects of public policy.  For example, in response to the report, the City 

Manager’s office dispelled the notion that voting required one’s own address, identifying 

public buildings that homeless citizens can list as their address when registering to vote.  

While such a response partially sidestepped larger issues of homelessness and poverty 

and other possible impediments to voting, it still marked a step toward institutional 

transparency. 

  Gallant’s report preserves insights shared by some very transient individuals, with 

many of whom Diamond himself has already lost track, due to their migrant status.  The 

report remains as a record of protest, an advertisement of many ways Vancouver was 

failing its citizens at the time of the production.  Gallant notes that her task was to record 

not just the interventions but also their affective “essences,” at least as she interpreted 

them:  “I was taking almost verbatim notes, but also inserting my own phrases about what 

[the interventions] meant, what I was feeling [in response to each intervention]” 

(Interview).  In keeping with the notion that “community-based performance functions as 

a kind of ethnography, or writing of culture” (Kuftinec 11), Gallant documented the 

research conducted by the performance.  Her experience hints at performance’s richness 

as a think tank methodology for examining the corporeal consequences of policy.  

  When Gallant turned the report over to City Council, she, Diamond, and some of 

the cast spoke about the project at a council meeting, hoping to encourage the council to 
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associate faces with the report.16   While conversation happened in writing and in person 

between Headlines and the council over the next year, no legislative change occurred as a 

direct result of Practicing Democracy’s suggestions.  Thanks to the crawl of bureaucracy, 

the one (exciting) development seriously considered as a result of the project (the 

addition of a homeless and sex-trade worker advocate to the city staff) fell off the radar 

when the council changed over in 2005.17   If legislative change were the only criterion 

for Legislative Theatre’s success, one would probably classify Practicing Democracy as a 

failure.  On that count, at least, it was.   

  Even so, Practicing Democracy’s dense report has enormous archival value.  

Ironically, Diamond argues that its plurality of voices ultimately sapped the project’s 

legislative momentum: 

I think we made a mistake . . . We didn’t feel we had the right to 

manipulate the material, the suggestions . . . We could collate them, we 

could order them to make them understandable, but we didn’t edit them 

because we didn’t feel that we had the right . . . What resulted was a 

document that came to the city with over ninety recommendations, and 

that was an error.  What came to council should have had—at the absolute 

                                                        
16 Pronteau says appearing in front of the council provided another opportunity for her and others to adopt 
roles as citizen pedagogues.  During that session, she says, “We started to talk about how sex-trade workers 
need a lot more services than what they have right now.  I talked about that [in front of the council]. Yeah, 
and a lot of them [sex-trade workers] are homeless and just trying to survive.  Survival sex, that’s one thing 
I talked about. You have to go sleep around in order to stay dry and warm.  And yeah, I know how that 
feels.  I’ve been there, done that.  I hear a lot of stories about that” (Interview).  
17 Gallant’s report did not directly propose the homeless and sex-trade worker advocate.  Rather, Diamond 
and Councilor Tim Louis initiated that motion, as Diamond explained at the 2008 Masks Conference in 
Vancouver.  After realizing the initial report was not resulting in policy change, he and Louis thought the 
suggestions might move farther along if there were an advocate who could shepherd them through red tape 
at City Hall. 
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maximum—six recommendations.  And we should have bit the bullet and 

sorted through that, given ourselves the permission somehow to  boil it 

down.  It paralyzed the city bureaucracy . . . (Interview). 

Gallant partially agreed with Diamond’s assessment about the need to reduce the 

recommendations to a more digestible number.  However, she also—on a practical note 

of particular relevance to future creators of Legislative Theatre—said that the volume of 

suggestions might have been more manageable had the play been shorter and narrower in 

scope. 

 I don’t disagree with David because I know that that’s what city council 

understands.  You know, they get hit with volumes of stuff, and this was 

such an enormous volume to hit them with.  I think the real challenge is 

that the play was big, and the play was rich, and so textual, and so, in a 

way, I think to do what David’s thinking of had to start early, in the play, 

because . . . I remember the concern that we had at the time was that, if we 

were to go down that road and try to really narrow it down to six very 

specific recommendations, what about all the people who had all these 

other interventions with these other ideas?  What do we do with those?  

What is that?  Who are we to choose? (Interview).   

 In other words, Legislative Theatre facilitators are faced with dramaturgical 

decisions about how to productively limit the scope of a play’s inquiry.  Diamond felt 

torn between giving all Forum contributions equal weight and distilling them to effect 

change.  His dilemma poses a question that each Legislative Theatre practitioner must ask 
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herself:  To what extent can this project be politically efficacious while still holding 

equality among citizen-participants as a primary value?  One solution might be to have 

the participants themselves write the report or collaborate on it with the legal consultant.  

(Some members of the play’s cast did at least help present Practicing Democracy’s 

findings to the City Council.)  On the other hand, might Gallant’s specialized knowledge 

of policy precedent and legal language be helpful for making the report accessible to 

legislators with a host of papers crossing their desks?  What is the place of expertise—

and whose expertise—in preparing a Legislative Theatre report?  Each practitioner’s 

answer will undoubtedly be context-specific.   

  For all the importance of specificity, however, conceptualizing Legislative 

Theatre as a think tank highlights the improbability of fully pinning down the multiple 

dimensions of a single Legislative Theatre project’s efficacy (or lack thereof).  While I 

argue that Practicing Democracy’s public Forums dismantled “rational” expertise, Pratt 

and Johnston found through interviewing councilors and a city planner that the city’s 

responses to the project largely upheld a distinction between rational expert and irrational 

amateur (“Turning” 97) and/or were eager to reject the presumption that the council 

needed to step up its efforts related to poverty.  One councilperson, for example, offered, 

“If we’re doing our jobs, there won’t be anything [for the council to act on in the report] . 

. . So if the project thinks it’s going to tell us something we haven’t already heard of, 

that’s pretty unlikely” (Pratt and Johnston “Turning” 98).   

  While very little concrete policy change can be attributed directly to Practicing 

Democracy, many policy scholars have urged attention to not only moments when policy 
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change can be definitively traced to think tank influences, but also to the subtle ways 

think tanks contribute to the larger, less defined “policy-making environment” (Abelson 

Do Think Tanks 5).  Diane Stone explains, “As the politics and policy process of any 

country is invariably complicated, it is rare to find uncontested examples of a one-to-one 

correspondence between a think tank report and a policy adopted subsequently by 

government” (11).  Gallant recalls having a sense when meeting with council members in 

person that many of them were surprised by the dire nature of some of the struggles 

depicted in the play.  Though no legislation can be directly attributed to Practicing 

Democracy, the world-views and future decisions of council members and other city 

managers might have been shaped by the production in incremental, perhaps even 

unconscious ways that can be difficult to prove.  For example, an unnamed city 

councilor’s comments to Pratt and Johnston implied perspective shifts that could alter this 

nebulous “policy-making environment”: “You’re never going to look at a homeless 

person the same after hearing that person’s story” (“Turning” 105).  In this respect, the 

notion of the “policy-making environment” complicates conversations about the “results” 

of Legislative Theatre.  Of course, the same sorts of shifts in perspective about 

homelessness or poverty could happen as a result of any form of theatre about these 

themes, not only as a result of plays that label themselves Legislative Theatre.  For 

Legislative Theatre without policy change, one of the only substantive differences 

between it and other performances aiming for social change is that Legislative Theatre 

makes its goals of legislative change explicit and thereby hails legislators and others 
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interested in policy more directly.  Legislative Theatre also offers spectators more diverse 

ways of embodying their participation than some (though not all) forms of theatre. 

 

Think Tank Products: Felt Knowledges  

  The products of think tanks are not laws or policy, but knowledge.  All 

knowledges carry material, affective consequences for the bodies that build or encounter 

them.  Jill Dolan’s theory of the utopian performative offers a generative frame for 

considering the possibility that many of the implications of Practicing Democracy could 

be at once immeasurable but still deeply felt and incrementally consequential.  Dolan 

writes:  

Utopian performatives describe small but profound moments in which 

performance calls the attention of the audience in a way that lifts everyone 

slightly above the present, into a hopeful feeling of what the world might 

be like  if every moment of our lives were as emotionally voluminous, 

generous, aesthetically striking, and intersubjectively intense (Utopia 5). 

Utopian performatives are felt in flashes; they are visceral encounters with sensations of 

possibility.  These performatives come and go, but not before whetting appetites for what 

could be rather than what is.  Dolan has noted that utopian performatives are “cousins” to 

Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed “in that they provoke affective rehearsals for revolution” 

(Utopia 7).  Though partially defined by presence and liveness, the utopian performatives 

Dolan describes are also progressive; they invigorate the desire for change while 

renewing faith in change’s very possibility.  Because these sensations Dolan theorizes 
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hinge on a togetherness in space and time, it might seem strange for me to make an 

argument about the possibility of the utopian performative in Practicing Democracy, 

which I never attended, but at least one particular sequence from the DVD of the March 6 

performance invites and sustains a utopian performative analysis.  

 In perhaps the evening’s most heated intervention, a spect-actor replaced a rookie 

cop and challenged a senior officer’s decision to manhandle Karla and steal the money 

she has made via prostitution and panhandling.  The original version of the scene begins 

with an exhausted Karla (as portrayed by Theresa Myles) standing alone onstage, looking 

searchingly out into the audience, as though spectators might be prospective johns: 

Hi honey, you want some company?  Wanna go out, you and me?  It’s ten 

bucks.  No.  Okay, shit.  Hi sweetie, wanna party?  Huh?  Wanna have 

some fun?  Park the car around the corner.  Huh?  Hey, ten bucks, I could 

think of something.  I’ll be here.  Hi, what are you doin’?  Hmmm?  

Wanna have some fun?  Wanna go out with me? . . . Five dollars—What 

can you do with five dollars? 

Myles’ performance was heartbreaking, her haggard face bearing an archive of what 

could be countless similar pitches for customers over the course of Karla’s life.  The 

persistence was difficult to witness. 

 Enter two police officers.  They know Karla and how she makes her living.  They 

have seen her on the street before.  Under the guise of suspecting she’s carrying drugs, 

they grab Karla’s purse roughly.  In it, they find what little money she has.  “Fifteen 
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bucks?” one of the officers asks, incredulously.  “That’s what you got?  How long you 

been out here?” 

 “Too fuckin’ long,” Karla spits. 

 “It’s about time you retired, you old broad.  Jesus Christ,” the more assertive (and 

apparently senior) officer sneers.  The cops begin to walk away, taking Karla’s money 

with them. 

  “Can I have my fifteen dollars, please?”  Karla infuses her tone with a pinch of 

deference.  

  “No, sorry darlin’, that’s stupid tax,” retorts the senior officer.  

  “How do you sleep at night?” Karla calls after them, deference rightfully 

dwindling.  “You fuckers!” she explodes.  “You don’t know what I had to go through to 

get that money.”  Karla is left back where she started at the top of the scene, but now 

even further away from the money she needs. 

 In the intervention, a probably thirty-something man opted to step in for the younger, 

less aggressive officer.  When the senior officer manhandled Karla in the process of 

confiscating her pocketbook, the spect-actor gently, even affably, suggested that he “take 

it easy.”  As the scene once again reached the “Sorry darlin’, stupid tax” dismissal, the 

spect-actor upped the stakes of his challenge:  “Excuse me, sarge, what are you doing? 

I’m sorry, what are we doing, taking that money from Karla?” 

 The actor playing the senior officer pressed back on the spect-actor’s challenge, 

reminding him of the ranks he was breaking and the punishments that might result:  “Are 
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you saying I’m stealing? Are you saying your sergeant is stealing?”  The sergeant kept 

the money. 

 The spect-actor’s mercury rose.  “That’s her money!” he roared.  He reached into 

his own pocket and came up with a twenty-dollar bill.  Boiling point.  “Just to show you 

how FUCKED UP YOU ARE, those twenty bucks will do a world of difference to her!”  

He reached into his pocket again.  “And I cannot go against you, [but] make it thirty.”  

He was fuming, and his passion was exhilarating, even through the television screen on 

which I watched the DVD.  I sat up in a way I had not throughout the rest of the 

recording.  The audience in the Japanese Hall was distanced from me in an othered 

moment I could not quite access thanks to the chasm of time and space, but they appeared 

to feel similarly.  The spectators—joined together in temporary community—erupted in 

infectious laughter, claps, and whistles.   

 The spect-actor continued:  “But you can take this twenty bucks and multiply it by 

a hundred and it won’t make a whole fucking difference to you! . . . It will make a whole 

world of difference to her!”  

 The actor playing the sergeant continued to improvise in a manner consistent with 

his character, reminding the spect-actor that while Forum Theatre might be a laboratory 

for rehearsing revolution, revolutions often do not come consequence-free:  “Okay, well, 

you can give her that [cash] and the rest of your paycheck because it’s probably gonna be 

your last!”  

 The spect-actor breathed heavily, overwhelmed.  “It will be, but my heart will rest 

in peace.” 
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 “I love you!” yelled Karla to the spect-actor, but with a chuckle and smile that 

performed a winking acknowledgement that it was Myles talking as much as her 

character.   

 The audience persisted in wildly showing its approval.  When the spect-actor 

prepared to return to his seat, Diamond reminded him to wait, to stay onstage while they 

discussed the intervention.  The brief exchange that followed between Diamond and 

Myles added another layer onto an already emotionally complex moment.  

DIAMOND. (To spect-actor, obviously joking) Stay and we’ll give you 

the money back.  Go and [we won’t] . . .  

MYLES. (To Diamond, sort of joking) Talk for yourself.  You’ve got a 

better job than me. 

DIAMOND. (To Myles, laughing.) Okay. Gimme the money. 

MYLES. (Smiling, offering to give only part of it back.) Split the 

difference? 

DIAMOND. (Still laughing, but now eager to get on with it.) No, no, no.  

Myles eventually gave Diamond the money, and he promptly handed it over to the spect-

actor.  Next Myles looked out to the audience and shrugged with a cheeky grin: “I’m 

tryin’.”  Then she looked to the spect-actor and offered a quiet but arrestingly earnest 

“Thank you.”  

 I recount this intervention at particular length for several reasons.  Three 

elements—the spect-actor’s intervention itself, the audience’s response to it, and the 

awkward exchange about the cash—combined to produce a utopian performative in all 
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the complexity Dolan attributes to that form of experience.  In the moment when the 

spect-actor’s indignation flamed, he ignited the room.  Joy circulated fast and furious at 

the sight of an action that imagined that another human being might stand up for Karla—

and that it might be possible for a subordinate in the police department to challenge the 

injustice that permeates his workplace.  Of course, the act of giving Karla money solves 

no systemic problems, and the consequences the spect-actor paid in the scene make it 

hard to imagine that an actual rookie police officer might make the same choice (which 

Diamond pointed out in the discussion of the intervention).  Accordingly, in Canadian 

Theatre Review, Becky Halvorson falls on the side of pessimism in her own brief 

description of the same sequence:  

In this instance, the officer saves Karla for today by handing her twenty 

dollars, which she gratefully accepts.  He reacts in anger when the other 

officer  antagonizes him, resulting in his losing his job.  Here the 

transgressing Other has shown that his willingness to participate will 

eventually harm him, and the  neighborhood has lost an authority figure 

with a conscience (40). 

 I do not necessarily disagree with Halvorson’s assessment, but I think it is merely 

one possible story of the intervention.  When all was said and done, the rookie cop, as 

embodied by the spect-actor, was willing to sacrifice some of his own privilege in a 

gesture of solidarity with someone who held much less cultural, economic, and 

institutional power than he possessed.  Does this theatrical gesture feel unrealistic, even 

naïve?  Yes.  Does its occurrence in the space of theatre drain it of its material impact?  
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Partially, yes, but the fact that the space of performance constituted a space of possibility 

is precisely the point.  Dolan explains that utopian performatives “aren’t iterations of 

what is, but transformative doings of what if.  This kind of hope represents an opening 

up, rather than a closing down, of consciousness of the past and the future in the present” 

(Utopia 141).  The spect-actor’s intervention—while it carried the threat of catharsis 

Bertolt Brecht says threatens activist efficacy—also invested in the idea that some causes 

just might be worth divesting of one’s own privilege.18  It posed the possibility that 

anyone could be lifted out of a mode of self-protection by a surge of their own sense of 

justice and recognition of shared humanity; the community gathered on March 6 found 

that possibility exciting.  

 While the sequence I have described galvanized an impassioned temporary 

community, it did not gloss over differences between participants. Dolan specifies that 

awareness of difference is an integral element of the utopian performative’s progressive 

momentum.  She suggests utopian performatives reject the humanisms that have 

historically elided difference. Instead, these performatives animate a “reconstructed” and 

“radical humanism”:  

This wiser humanism has learned from the difficult work of identity 

politics and absorbs those lessons into its belief system.  This 

reconstructed humanism is multiple, respecting the complexities and 

                                                        
18 Brecht argues against theatre that invites catharsis for the audience through identification with the 
characters. Moving in a parallel emotional relationship to a character, Brecht says, invites a spectator to 
receive the character’s actions as natural and inevitable, to say, “It’s only natural—It’ll never change. . . 
That’s great art; it all seems the most obvious thing in the world—I weep when they weep, I laugh when 
they laugh” (Brecht “Theatre” 71).  Brecht worries that, through those shared emotional releases, spectators 
release some of the energy that might otherwise motor them toward social action.  
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ambiguities of identity while it works out ways for people to share and 

feel things in common, like the need for survival and for love, for 

compassion and for hope (Utopia 22). 

The public exchange between Diamond and Myles—about whether she should return the 

money to the spect-actor—challenged a simplistic, universalizing humanist ethos.  It is 

tempting to regard that conversation as playful throwaway chatter between collaborators. 

Instead, I argue, it crystallized the tenuous project of hoping together across difference 

that was Practicing Democracy.  

 Myles’ coy jab to Diamond (“You’ve got a better job than me”) forbade erasure 

of the differences in social and economic privilege between Diamond (an artistic director 

who gives talks and workshops for hire around the world) and the many actors and 

workshop participants whose experiences became the “data” for the play.  Myles’ 

insistence on hanging on to the cash longer than Diamond preferred—and as herself, not 

her character—accentuated that she has a life she goes back to living after the play is over 

each night, a life marked by pressing economic exigencies that no theatrical intervention 

will immediately (if ever) solve.  The monetary transaction on which Myles paused 

operated as a richly meaningful gestus in the Brechtian sense of that term.  Feminist 

performance theorist Elin Diamond explains gestus:  “To read a gesture, a line of 

dialogue, or a tableau gestically is to draw into analysis the author’s history, the play’s 

production conditions, and the historical gender and class contradictions through which 

stage action might be read” (xiv).  As the question of whether Myles would return the 

spect-actor’s money hovered, so, too, did the differences in capital (cultural and 
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economic) between Myles and the spect-actor.  After all, the spect-actor had a wad of 

cash at the ready when he stepped in the scene.  Furthermore, in the end, he was still the 

one going home with that money.   

 Myles defamiliarized not just her own economic realities; she also estranged the 

dramaturgical frame of Forum itself in a manner consistent with Brechtian 

Vergfremdungseffekt (Alienation Effect), “the technique of defamiliarizing a word, an 

idea, a gesture so as to enable the spectator to see or hear it afresh” (Diamond Unmaking 

45).  Myles demonstrated that spect-actor interventions, no matter how viscerally felt, are 

always partially (if not completely) hypothetical in nature.  I call attention to Myles’ 

resistance in this transaction not so much to frame Diamond as a paternalist for telling 

Myles to give the money back (though one could probably make that case) or to 

underscore that the spect-actor’s action was “fake” and easily rescinded.  Instead I 

elaborate on this moment to discuss how the subtleties of performance (in this case, 

Myles’ performance) in a Forum can highlight rather than disappear difference, while 

still not rejecting the possibility that people can work across substantive, specific 

differences in identity for common causes. 

 Practicing Democracy’s conscious choice to recruit people with experiences with 

poverty as think tank experts facilitated this particular accidental combination of utopian 

performative and gestic insight.  That fact is particularly noteworthy given that 

Practicing Democracy would at first glance seem to fly in the face of a Brechtian stance 

of challenging iconicity, “the conventional resemblance between the performer’s body 

and the object, or character, to which it refers” (Diamond Unmaking 45).  Brechtian 
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acting tends to emphasize the difference between the actor and the performer.  Certainly, 

in some ways Forum Theatre does just that, thanks to the play’s constant stops and starts 

(and the presence of a joker who literally frames the event), but Practicing Democracy 

drew particularly fuzzy lines between actors and characters—lines purposely blurred in 

the process of stressing that actors were “real” experts on the issues at hand. 

 Myles’ sheepish “I’m tryin’” (offered with a laugh directly to the audience) and 

her sincere, intimate thank you to the spect-actor punctuated the utopian performative 

potential of the sequence—a potential already set in motion by the bold spect-actor 

standing up to the cop.  After having marked difference so evocatively, Myles performed 

recognition of common ground between her and the spectators and between her and the 

spect-actor.  She invited a complex empathy, one that involved both affinity and 

separation, one that said: we are alike, and we are not (or one that said: we are not alike, 

but I recognize that we might share an interest in addressing these social problems).  

Though Brechtian theory is often misread as rejecting empathy wholesale, in fact Brecht 

endorses empathy fueled by the shared exercise of critical acumen.  He writes in his 

description of Verfremdungseffekt that “the spectator’s empathy was not entirely rejected.  

The audience identifies itself with the actor as being an observer, and accordingly 

develops his attitude of observing or looking on” (“Alienation Effects” 93).  With “I’m 

tryin’,” Myles narrated herself trying to turn hypothetical assistance into more materially 

consequential assistance and running up against Forum’s limits in the process.  She 

performed the Brechtian acting technique of looking to the audience “as if to say: isn’t it 
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just like that?” (“Alienation Effects” 92).  Through these gests Myles underscored the 

potential for hoping together across difference embedded in the utopian performative. 

 Without Myles’ informal intervention, the spect-actor cop’s intervention might 

have produced the kind of catharsis that makes many artist-activists, myself included, 

nervous.  But together the spect-actor and Myles cultivated the kind of momentum-filled 

experience for which Brecht longs in one of his famous passages in “A Short Organum 

for the Theatre”:  “We need a type of theatre which not only releases the feelings, 

insights and impulses possible within the historical field of relations in which the action 

takes place, but employs and encourages those thoughts and feelings which help 

transform the field itself” (190).  Where the spect-actor released a sense of possibility that 

one citizen might relinquish some privilege on behalf of another, Myles complemented 

that release with an encouragement of the material awareness and attention to difference 

that is critical to radical humanism.   

 I write about the utopian performative potential in Practicing Democracy because 

it further illustrates how some of a Legislative Theatre think tank’s accomplishments 

might confound quantitative analysis.  In Practicing Democracy, as in many theatrical 

events, intense emotion was a product in and of itself.  I want to resist the uncritical 

celebration of going “deep” with emotions that can often haunt conversations between 

community-based practitioners, but feelings can of course still be productive, albeit in 

ways that are difficult to measure.  Even if no laws whatsoever are passed as a direct 

result of a Legislative Theatre process, the policymaking environment stands to be 

shaped productively by the flashes of possibility participants experience as a result of a 
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Legislative Theatre think tank’s commitment to embodiment, presence, and liveness as 

epistemological values.   

  

Think Tanks/Feel Tanks: Forum Theatre as Legislative Theatre Methodology 

  Headlines went to elaborate lengths to cultivate a dynamic model of citizenship to 

which many people felt drawn.  The project modeled a citizenship invested in diverse 

people gathering and teaching each other about how policy works—rather than waiting 

for others to teach them.  Even with Forum Theatre’s limitations, I still believe it can be 

apt for working through citizenship as a process.  In the case of Legislative Theatre, 

Forum is perhaps most useful precisely when an intervention fails.  Such a roadblock 

offers the chance to ask: what policy structures would need to change in order for this 

intervention to be more feasible?  Adding a Legislative component to a Forum Theatre 

project helps a Forum resist the trap of becoming too character-centered.  By continuing 

to press on how systems might change to make interventions viable, Legislative Theatre 

can adopt a Brechtian stance of focusing not as much on an individual’s psychology but 

instead on “the always dissimulated historical conditions that keep her from choosing and 

changing” (Diamond Unmaking 47).  

  Furthermore, because Forum asks spect-actors to inhabit other people’s 

experiences, it constantly negotiates with difference and sameness, individualism and 

shared humanity.  As Boal wrote of his early work, “It was necessary to synthesize: on 

one hand, the singular; on the other, the universal.  We had to find the typical particular” 

(Theatre 172).  The tensions Forum Theatre enacts, including the typical particular, 
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reflect the tensions of democratic citizenship: negotiating the current and historical place 

and power of individuals within groups, considering private experience in relation to 

public experience, and dreaming of a better world while struggling with the actuality that 

the visions of what might make it better are far too many and varied for all of them to be 

fully realized.  

  I am heartened by how Practicing Democracy managed to highlight a 

government’s responsibility to its citizens even as it rehearsed ways individual citizens 

could take action as well.  Discourses of legal citizenship frequently invoke a relationship 

defined by, among other ideas, 1) rights promised by the state to individual persons, and 

2) the state’s corresponding demand of duty, responsibility, and even loyalty and 

allegiance from the individuals constructed as citizens.  While much of the discourse of 

civic engagement deploys a rhetoric emphasizing agency on the part of the individual, 

Practicing Democracy emphasized both individual agency and the expectations people 

can and should have of institutions governing them.   

  Chantal Mouffe writes, “Neo-liberal dogmas about the inviolable rights of 

property, the all-encompassing virtues of the market and the dangers of interfering with 

its logics constitute nowadays the ‘commonsense’ in liberal-democratic societies” (6).  

Practicing Democracy created a space where a challenge to neo-liberal hegemony was 

assumed.  Neo-liberalism encourages an individualistic view of responsibility, suggesting 

that if people are poor, they alone are responsible for changing that.  It also values small 

government and capitalism unfettered by regulations.  According to a neo-liberal view, 

more government programs mean less individual freedom.  In contrast, Practicing 
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Democracy emphasized the democratic tradition within liberal democracy: the values of 

equality and popular sovereignty (Mouffe 2).  In particular, Headlines offered Legislative 

Theatre as one (albeit imperfect and ethically complex) way to increase the possible 

modes of civic engagement for homeless and other poor individuals, who find themselves 

on the losing end of the market’s distribution of wealth.  It also maintained that 

government decision-makers should respond to unequal distribution of resources and 

opportunity, rather than maintaining a “hands-off” approach.  Practicing Democracy 

rejected a personal responsibility rhetoric that lets legislators off the hook.  

  Pratt and Johnston found that some council members and other city officials used 

the legislative conversation in the months after Practicing Democracy to reassert their 

own expertise and rationality in comparison to the project’s participants (“Turning” 97).  

Still, performances of officials’ expertise do not necessarily detract from participants 

rehearsing citizenship in a way that emphasizes collective expertise.  I remain wary about 

focusing on legislator response in a way that subordinates the Forum participants 

themselves.  In addition, the disappointing maintenance of binaries between expert and 

amateur and between rationality and emotions poses, if anything, the most compelling 

reason I can imagine to insist on doing Legislative Theatre more and more.19  An ongoing 

                                                        
19 Pronteau wanted to do more Legislative Theatre (as did many people at the performance, which Gallant 
mentions in her legislative report).  Pronteau told me in 2008:  “I think we need to look more into doing it 
again because we’re still dealing now with the gentrification.  And that’s scary for a lot of people.  I think 
we should always have a follow-up on what’s happening in the community, in our community.”  She also 
praised Legislative Theatre’s therapeutic dimensions, explaining, “For me, I’ve always been an activist and 
advocating for various social causes, right?  So I thought this was the best approach ever, and very 
therapeutic, too.  To educate and to act it out. To demonstrate: this is what’s happening.  This could be you.  
Everybody’s one paycheck away from being homeless, and that’s my message.”  In addition, in a 2004 
interview, Councilor David Cadman expressed his hope that projects like Practicing Democracy could 
happen more often so that disenfranchised populations could be “at the table and seeking solutions 
constantly” (Pratt and Johnston “Putting” 80).  
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challenge in such projects, however, will involve the difficult question of how to 

discourage condescension of the sort displayed by some of the members of the 

Vancouver City Council.   

 In closing, I return to the plum Karla and Angel fight over.  In her interview with 

me, Pronteau shared an anecdote about that plum—one that stuck with her in vivid detail 

more than four years after the close of Practicing Democracy’s production.    

There was one time in one of our performances [that] I missed my step—

when we were fighting with the plum, myself and Karla, we were fighting.  

And one of our city council was sitting in the front . . . and the plum slides 

right out of my hand and nearly hit the councilor, right?  I was like, “Oh, 

no, no, I’m sorry! I didn’t mean that! [She laughs heartily.] I’m a great 

supporter of yours!” So I had  everybody laughing! (Interview). 

 After Pronteau shared this story, I asked her if any of the councilors who attended the 

production spoke with her directly after the show.  “No,” she explained. “If anything, 

they talked to David Diamond and their colleagues.  But they heard us out.  It was a good 

experience” (Interview).  I find this anecdote fascinating in its contradictions.  By 

Pronteau’s account, the councilors seemed uninterested in engaging directly with the 

actors post-show, despite the fact that many other spectators did (and often asked 

Pronteau how they could be more concretely active in addressing the issues at hand).  But 

despite councilors distancing themselves from the play’s subjects, the plum flying from 

Pronteau’s hand constituted a spillage—a moment when a symbol of the actor/character’s 

material need tumbled into the personal space of the councilor/spectator.  Spillage or 
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leakage between diverse groups of people does not necessarily just happen; it often has to 

be invited, and that is the kind of encounter for which Practicing Democracy set the 

stage.  

 Fleshy yet perishable, that plum was only viable for a while, and the urgency 

surrounding it underscored the material vulnerability of those who feel the results of 

social service policy decisions most acutely.  Given my interest in such affective 

dimensions of Legislative Theatre, I have occasionally been asked why I use “think tank” 

rather than “feel tank” to describe Practicing Democracy.  Thought presumes feeling and 

vice versa; changing the title to “feel tank” would invest in a binary I reject.  I also 

wanted to summon think tank’s specific associations as a site of political strategy and 

innovation, while pointing to the ways projects like Practicing Democracy can subvert 

some of the phrase’s most unfortunate connotations.  I have been saddened by how “think 

tank” has, in the last several years, particularly in my U.S. context, increasingly inspired 

some of my most negative feelings, including fear.  Perhaps this is because, as policy 

scholar Andrew Rich offers, a larger percentage of contemporary think tanks are now 

often associated with the big budget Conservatism that sustains them.  Such think tanks 

also tend to be the province of the presumably well-educated—those who are deemed 

deserving of compensation for their knowledge production.  In the face of such powerful 

institutions, I find hope in think tanks practiced through performance, especially ones that 

bring diverse bodies into the process of innovating political strategy, as did Practicing 

Democracy. 



 

 
 
 
 

119 

 

Chapter 2 
 

Power and Problem Definition:  
Accessing Legislative Theatre’s Dramaturgical Process and Product at the 2008 

Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed Conference 
 

 May 22, 2008. The scene opens in a meatpacking plant.  A snake of migrant 

workers winds its way onto the stage.  These workers mime the motions of their 

strenuous tasks.  Their movements are specific, their arms taut with labor, jerking as they 

tug at the imaginary muscle and sinew of the animals they process through the plant’s 

system.  Some of them murmur in Spanish, some in English.  All the employees wear 

plastic shower caps and torn clear plastic bags as smocks.  Their thrown-together 

costumes swish out an eerie, monotonous whisper as they file into place.  Their toil is 

palpable.  At least seven of the nine workers in the line are played by people of color.  

Their supervisor, a white male, stands to the side of their line, eagle eyes upon them as 

they proceed.    

 Once the workers are all in place and have established their rhythm, we hear a 

word jolt from one of their mouths:  “ICE!”  The workers freeze mid-task.  Whether they 

speak English or not, they know that word all too well.  ICE is short for U.S. Immigration 

and Customs Enforcement, a division of the U.S. Department of Homeland Security.  

Men with guns (fashioned from their own hands clasped together, index fingers 

threatening to release imagined bullets) burst in.  The invaders train their “weapons” on 

the terrified men and women on the line.  These workers we have just met are mostly 

undocumented, and they are caught in the midst of an ICE raid much like the one 
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executed just a week and a half earlier in Postville, Iowa, an event that brought even more 

attention to an already fraught set of national conversations about immigration and labor 

law.  

 The scene continues from this opening moment of crisis, and I will explicate its 

plot and the events of Postville in greater detail later in this chapter.  Though the scene 

will go on to depict many of the terrifying circumstances faced by migrant workers, 

documented and undocumented, very few (if any) of the people in the audience or in the 

cast were undocumented workers (though certainly many of them knew such workers 

and/or worked as migrant community organizers). Instead, our theatre—the City Council 

chambers of Omaha, Nebraska—contained primarily college students, scholars, 

community organizers, activists, and several local and statewide politicians.  The stage on 

which the scene unfolded was not really a stage at all, at least in the formal sense; it was 

just an open space in front of a row of raised dark wooden desks where council members 

customarily hold court.  On that night, however, the council did not oversee these 

proceedings. Instead, Augusto and Julian Boal presided over the event.  The performance 

concluded a four-day workshop the two men led on Legislative Theatre as part of the pre-

conference offerings at the Fourteenth Annual Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed  

(PTO) Conference.1 

 I participated in that workshop, which cost $450–-an expensive and, for some 

people, exclusionary price tag (though some students and other local community 
                                                        
1 In the previous chapter, I referred to Headlines’ Forum Theatre performance as a play because it was a 
performance that involved multiple scenes. In this chapter, I refer to the Forum Theatre performances in 
Omaha as scenes because they were far shorter and significantly less fleshed out.  In the larger field of 
Theatre of the Oppressed practice and scholarship, the terminology varies. Some people refer to Forum 
scenes; others refer to Forum plays.  
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organizers and other interested Omahans attended on scholarship).  For three days, father 

and son facilitators led us through the process they customarily used to devise Legislative 

Theatre scenes with various populations (in Brazil and elsewhere).  The process moved 

through a variety of techniques from the Theatre of the Oppressed arsenal, a few of them 

from the elder Boal’s latest book, Aesthetics of the Oppressed (2006).  Our facilitators (or 

“jokers”) roughly ordered our trajectory as follows: 1) exercises to generate energy, 

activate our senses more acutely, and encourage us to break free of the habits that usually 

organize our movement, 2) embodied explorations of the specific subject of oppression, 

and 3) scene creation, development, and rehearsal.  Such an order is common for Boal 

workshops in which participants create Forum Theatre scenes, but in this case we were 

making scenes specifically for what Augusto Boal called a “symbolic” Legislative 

Theatre session in the City Council Chambers.  

 The symbolic Legislative Theatre session doubled as the conference’s kick-off 

event, so conference attendees comprised our primary audience and potential pool of 

spect-actors. The evening was still a public event, however, and at least a handful of 

Omaha residents had heard about the Legislative Theatre session through advanced 

publicity for the conference (including a feature story in an Omaha-based weekly 

newspaper).  In addition, conference planners had secured the attendance of a variety of 

“special guests” invited to participate due to their positions of local and state political 

power.  These guests included Omaha City Council member Franklin Thompson, 

Nebraska State Senator Lowen Kruse, Nebraska State Board of Education member 

Carole Woods Harris, Omaha Public School Board member Nancy Huston, Ricardo 
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Ariza of Creighton University’s Office of Multicultural Affairs, Diane Battiato of the 

Omaha Office of the Register of Deeds, and Susan Koenig, a lawyer who would help 

assess the viability and/or clarity of some of the laws proposed that evening.   

 In front of these guest symbols of legislative heft—and the rest of our audience—

our workshop contingent performed five Forum Theatre scenes.  The five casts into 

which the workshop had been divided addressed the following subjects: 1) systems of 

racial and economic segregation in Omaha, 2) sexism, 3) inadequate health care access, 

4) torture, and 5) immigration enforcement and labor law.  Following the scenes, actors 

and audience voted on which scene they wanted to explore via Forum Theatre.  The 

immigration scene won.  After about a half hour of interventions, facilitated by Julian 

Boal, the evening concluded with the actual legislative session the workshop’s name 

promised, facilitated by Augusto Boal.  In that session, the elder Boal invited all 

participants (both actors and audience) to propose laws on pieces of paper. Eleven of 

those laws were read aloud, in some cases debated, and finally voted on by all those 

assembled in the chambers that night. 

 This chapter analyzes several moments from the public performance in Omaha, as 

well as the preceding workshop.  I explore how power and meaning circulated in the 

workshop and performance space, and how those power flows relate to the process of 

policy problem definition.  “Problem definition” is a key term of contemporary U.S. 

policy analysis and think tank discourses (Stone, Rich).  Andrew Rich explains that think 

tanks construct the “story” of a particular policy issue.  Think tank experts, he writes, 

“can have a meaningful impact on how new problems are defined” (214).  Rich adds that 
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“problem definition involves a process that includes constructing a causal story about the 

nature of the new dilemma—its severity, incidence, novelty, and proximity to those 

attentive to it.  The story created around any given issue can take many directions” (214).  

The notion of policy problem definition, suggests policy scholar Diane Stone, follows 

from the “discourse coalition” approach to policy studies.  According to a discourse 

coalition approach, “the focus is on how a policy problem is defined and the discourse 

through which the problem is understood” (13).  In the introduction to the anthology 

Think Tank Traditions: Policy Research and the Politics of Ideas (2004), Stone 

elaborates:  

In general, our contributors are sceptical [sic] of direct think tank impact 

on politics.  Instead, they develop wider and more nuanced understandings 

of think tanks’ policy influence and social relevance in their roles as 

agenda-setters that create policy narratives that capture the public 

imagination.  This ability to set the terms of debate, define problems and 

shape policy perception has been described elsewhere as “atmospheric” 

influence (11). 

Think tanks often play an important role in defining a given set of circumstances as a 

problem in the first place. They also attempt to define the cause of a “problem,” for 

whom it matters, how much it matters, and why. 

 Put another way, think tanks assert a problem in the form of a plot, and they 

depict its players and its stakes.  Anyone who spends much time staging or analyzing 

linear, narrative-driven plays might easily recognize that the language of linear 
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dramaturgy and the language of problem definition bear striking similarities.  How does 

the plot work?  What causal relationships does it imply?2  Who are the characters?  What 

are the obstacles, and what will happen if they are not overcome?  How dire are the 

stakes?  How will the answers to these questions affect audience reception?  In this 

chapter, I will be using the analogy of the think tank—and problem definition more 

specifically—to analyze Theatre of the Oppressed and Legislative Theatre techniques as 

methods of policy analysis.  I also consider Legislative Theatre performance as a site for 

participants to rehearse and affirm shared political values. 

 As with Practicing Democracy in Chapter One, I argue that the Omaha 

Legislative Theatre workshop provided an opportunity for citizens to build policy 

knowledge collaboratively—particularly a space to work together on the process of 

problem definition.  While striving to connect parallel ideas in policy discourses and 

Legislative Theatre, however, I am uncomfortable with using the phrase “problem 

definition” exclusively.  Legislative Theatre ties specific faces—or indeed whole 

bodies—to the need for policy change.  I worry that extensive use of the word “problem” 

runs the risk of accidentally staging struggling or oppressed people as the problems 

themselves.  For example, in the scene that opens this chapter, undocumented workers 

themselves or immigration should never be constructed as policy “problems”; instead 

current U.S. immigration law and labor law constitute policy urgencies.  For that reason, 

in this chapter I will often refer to defining what I call policy urgencies rather than policy 

                                                        
2 See, for example, a hallmark of many courses in script analysis, David Ball’s Backwards & Forwards: A 
Technical Manual for Reading Plays, in which Ball urges the centrality of (and continued return to) the 
dramaturgical question, “What happens that makes something else happen?” (10).   
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problems.  While “policy urgencies” feels somewhat cumbersome semantically, I use it 

because I prefer its ideological connotations to those of “problem.”  

 As I consider Legislative Theatre’s relationship to defining policy urgencies, I 

also argue that the Omaha workshop, like Practicing Democracy, poses another example 

of the value of caution, rigor, and specificity about what constitutes a “democratic” space. 

Though cost was theoretically the only formal impediment to participation, other nuances 

of emotional life shaped access, too. I write toward, at, or around some of the workshop’s 

“structures of feeling”—“characteristic elements of impulse, restraint, and tone: 

specifically affective elements of consciousness of a present kind” (Williams “Structures” 

132).  Cultural studies scholar Raymond Williams adopts the phrase “structures of 

feeling” to articulate the social, shifting nature of consciousness.  Williams worries about 

practices of studying culture and society that “are expressed in a habitual past tense” and 

that cannot account “for the undeniable experience of the present” (128).  He notes the 

tendency to examine cultural formations in ways that make their presences “recede” and 

do not accurately account for how the difficult-to-name experiences of a present moment 

work on and in people, how “they exert palpable pressures and set effective limits on 

experience and on action” (132).  To analyze “structures of feeling” is to try to describe 

“meanings and values as they are actively lived and felt,” and how those meanings and 

values shape one’s sense of what is possible in a social field (132).  In his essay, 

“Approaching the “Structure of Feeling” in Grassroots Theater,” Bruce McConachie 

explains that the concept of structures of feeling “includes ideology, in the sense of an 

articulated structure of beliefs, but also ranges beyond it to encompass collective desires 
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and concerns below the conscious level” (35).  Put differently, to analyze structures of 

feeling is to ask: how do people feel or sense, socially, what is possible?   

 One can never “capture” structures of feeling, as they are premised on presence; 

instead I try to examine some of the factors that influenced the affective life of the 

workshop and the performance.  Affect and structures of feeling are not one and the 

same, but affect—just as much as explicit rules or boundaries—can structure one’s sense 

of what is possible in any given circumstance.  It can determine one’s desire or ability to 

enter certain discursive spaces and not others.  In the Omaha workshop some of the 

factors that carved the contours of affective life included the following: whiteness, 

difficulty of understanding vocabulary across languages and cultural contexts, 

presumptions of physical ability, academic privilege, adaptation of a longer process to a 

shorter workshop context, and facilitation by a man many participants construct as a guru 

(despite his frequent disavowal of that identity).  I explore how some of these factors can 

affect who plays key roles in defining policy urgencies, and who might feel more 

compelled to sit on the sidelines.    

 Problem or urgency definition is actually a frame that could also be applied to the 

case study in Chapter One (and, to a lesser degree, Chapter Three).  Still, I chose this 

chapter to engage Legislative Theatre’s potential relationship to policy urgency definition 

for several reasons.  First, the workshop produced five scenes, covering a wider selection 

of policy-relevant issues than did my other case studies.  Second, in my view, those five 

scenes enjoyed varying degrees of success in defining interlocking policy urgencies with 

complexity and specificity.  For the purposes of space, I will discuss two scenes (the ones 
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about segregation/education and immigration/labor) in detail.  The differences between 

the scenes allow for more reflection on potential obstacles to productive problem/urgency 

definition.  For instance, this chapter discusses how, when a Forum Theatre devising 

workshop features largely unstructured participant collaboration, the hegemonic forces 

that structure inequality in the worlds outside the workshop will assert themselves 

especially potently in the process of urgency definition, sometimes affecting the clarity of 

scenes.  I also demonstrate how performance style and choice of rehearsal techniques can 

drastically affect how “problems” are constructed, particularly when it comes to the 

question of whether an audience will recognize a problem as systemic, not merely 

individual.  Finally, I argue that even when a group-devised Legislative Theatre scene 

does not construct or define a problem/urgency with particular clarity, the act of 

presenting the scene still draws legislators who might witness it into closer proximity 

with a group of citizens’ structures of feeling in relation to a particular problem.   

 Here I analyze a Legislative Theatre project that invites as much focus on the 

subjunctive tense, what could happen in a Legislative Theatre process, as it invites focus 

on the past or what did happen in this process.  The Omaha workshop balanced the 

competing imperatives of demonstrating techniques and actually doing them.  It adapted 

the Boals’ techniques from a typically longer process grounded in a specific community 

with a shared interest or identity.  The language of the workshop week slipped uneasily 

back and forth between “we are doing Legislative Theatre” and “we are demonstrating 

the process we would go through if we were to do Legislative Theatre.”  In these pages I 

simultaneously examine a Legislative Theatre process and the implications of adapting it 
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to a popular model of training: the week-or-less workshop.  I try to honor the workshop’s 

status as a demonstration by riding the tension between the past tense and the 

subjunctive, the actual and the hypothetical: If the process of the Omaha Legislative 

Theatre workshop and performance were how an “actual” Legislative Theatre process 

unfolded, what would the implications of that process be?  

 I write from my perspective as a workshop participant, while also incorporating 

insights other participants shared with me through in-person interviews onsite at the PTO 

2008 conference, as well as via email.3  While at the workshop, I developed a friendship 

with Berlin-based videographer and theatre facilitator Scot McElvany, who had been 

hired to document and produce DVDs of the 2007 and 2008 Boal pre-conference 

workshops at the PTO conferences.  He and I arranged an exchange:  I would travel to 

Berlin for a large part of July 2008 and assist him in compiling the written log of the 

contents of all the tapes from the primary camera at the Omaha workshop and 

performance.  In return, I would have prolonged access to the material on those tapes, and 

he would send me home with duplicates of sections of footage that required more 

scrutiny than our time in Berlin allowed.  That collaboration proved essential to my work.   

 This case study turned out to be an event with even more historic significance 

than some of us realized at the time.  Augusto Boal died on May 2, 2009, almost a year 

                                                        
3 I also acknowledge this Legislative Theatre’s status as workshop process by not focusing on specific 
legislative outcomes.  After all, the “special guest” politicos had been informed from the start that their role 
was largely symbolic.  They were invited to debate the issues as participants—and to perform a crucial part 
of Legislative Theatre, the staging of politicians not as monologue-reciting power-wielders but as ready 
listeners.  I focus on the perspectives of workshop participants, analyzing the legislators here primarily as 
characters in a rehearsed scenario of public exchange.  Due to the presence of workshop participants from 
around the world, not enough of the scene content reflected Nebraska or Omaha specifically to read a 
legislative guest’s response as evidence of efficacy or lack thereof. 
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after our time together in Omaha.  Our workshop, as it turned out, would be the last 

Legislative Theatre event he would facilitate in the U.S.  While occasionally I critique the 

level and intensity of power many people (myself included) often assigned to Augusto 

Boal, I hold deep affection for him and hope this chapter might also try to capture a bit of 

his spirit, which has undeniably motivated a staggering number of people across the 

globe toward important (if ethically complex) work for social change.  In addition, I 

consider Julian Boal a dear friend.  These affections, it should be said, motivate my 

writing, too.  Finally, the combination of my study of McElvany’s footage, my own note-

taking, and my interviews with participants means that no one has access to more 

documentation of the events at the heart of this chapter than I do.  While I know a 

historian can never fully recapture the past, I try to include a level of detail that respects 

the historical significance the Legislative Theatre event acquired, in retrospect, for many 

people in the Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed community.  Before moving on to 

my argument, however, a little more context about that community is in order.  

 

Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed (PTO)  
 
 The questions of power and access this chapter poses could not be productively 

approached without a brief history of the institution that hosted the Legislative Theatre 

workshops in Omaha:  PTO.  While part of my telling of this history draws from official 

accounts briefly sketched on the organization’s website, it is equally informed by the 

capacities in which I have interacted with PTO as an organization.  My understandings of 

PTO—who it welcomes, who it wants to welcome, what it cares about, how power flows 
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within it—have undoubtedly been shaped by my own journey inside it (from new student 

member in 2006 to elected board member in 2008 to President-Elect of the board of 

directors in 2009)—a journey marked by a privileged level of access to the organization 

and its decision-making processes.  

 Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed, Inc. (PTO) is a not-for-profit (501C3) 

organization officially incorporated in 1998 in Nebraska, though it attempts to attract 

artists, educators, and activists from many parts of the globe.  Its roots date back to 1995, 

the year of the first International Theatre of the Oppressed Conference, hosted by the 

University of Nebraska-Omaha.  Freire and Boal inspired the initial conference, though 

other guest artists and educators have been featured throughout the conference’s fifteen-

year history.   

 A PTO conference has been staged every year since that first gathering, 

frequently in Omaha, but also in other U.S. cities, including New York, Toledo, 

Minneapolis-St. Paul, Milwaukee, Los Angeles, and Chapel Hill.  Boal attended the first 

conference—and would attend all but three of PTO’s conferences until his death just 

before the fifteenth conference in 2009.  Freire made his only appearance at PTO in 1996 

(the year before his death; it was the first and only time Freire and Boal appeared in 

public together).  In recent years, PTO’s focus has expanded to include not only work 

that labels itself Boalian or Freirian or Theatre of the Oppressed or Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed, but also other dialogic practices in arts and education that do not explicitly 

engage Freire or Boal or their vocabularies.  PTO’s mission statement has evolved into 

the following: “To challenge oppressive systems by promoting critical thinking and 
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social justice. We organize an annual meeting that focuses on the work of liberatory 

educators, activists, and artists, and community organizers” (Website).  Despite the 

broadening of focus the current mission statement implies, however, Freire and Boal—

and their specifically articulated ideas and techniques—still loom large.  

 Because Boal attended so many of PTO’s annual conferences, the organization 

arguably feels the imprint of his specific personality more powerfully than Freire’s.  PTO 

conferences have typically boasted more of the “TO” in PTO than the “PO” (an 

imbalance that the board and conference committees have tried to address, with varying 

degrees of success).  At most of the conferences he attended, Boal usually facilitated 

three-day and one-day pre-conference workshops (and occasionally post-conference 

workshops).  In the last several years before his death, he was joined by Julian Boal, who 

co-facilitated and co-jokered the workshops.  

 These details about Augusto Boal and his relationship to PTO have several 

implications for this chapter.  First, they establish how the PTO conference has 

sometimes been, for better and worse, a space powerfully shaped by admiration of single 

figures.  That phenomenon will become more relevant as I discuss specific workshop 

power dynamics.  Second, the same people who attend PTO comprised the workshop’s 

primary constituencies.  A large portion of attendees were academics or community 

organizers.  Many of those individuals had long-term exposure to Boal’s techniques; 

others did not.  Many of the participants could afford not only the registration fee and 

lodging (in dorms or hotels) but also significant air travel.  While North Americans 

comprised the largest percentage of workshop participants by far, others came from 
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various parts of South America, Africa, Asia, Europe, and Australia.  Several people—

particularly artists, students and community organizers from Omaha—attended on full or 

partial scholarships from PTO or the local conference organizing committee.  Some other 

attendees used money from outside sources, or were sponsored by various schools as well 

as activist and education organizations.  As a result, participation was not entirely limited 

to those who could front the cash (or, in my case, the credit card) themselves.  I, for 

example, was reimbursed for part of my registration through a research support grant 

from the University of Texas at Austin’s Department of Theatre and Dance.  

 Reasons for attending the Legislative Theatre workshop in Omaha varied.  Some 

came to learn about Legislative Theatre, particularly how to do it.  Others actually wanted 

to learn Boal’s other techniques of Image Theatre and Forum Theatre and just chose to 

participate because they anticipated learning some of those skills in the process.  Some 

had never heard of Boal, and had signed up on a third party’s recommendation.  Still 

others arrived to work with “the” Augusto Boal in person, regardless of the subject 

matter.  Most were there to gather knowledge to “take back” and implement in various 

contexts closer to home.  As workshop participant John Chung humorously responded 

when I asked him why he came, “The easy answer is that it was not the Legislative 

Theatre itself.  I mean, it’s Boal, and if he were teaching knitting, I would probably be 

studying knitting.  So it’s really Boal, but at the same time I’ve had a deep interest in his 

work.  I’ve read [Legislative Theatre] but . . . I never quite understood how it works” 

(Interview).  For Chung and lots of other participants, a confluence of several of the 

above motivations led to their presence at the workshop and performance.  
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A Democratic Devising Space and Its Discontents 

 Many participants experienced the Omaha workshop and the nature of its 

accessibility quite differently.  Following the workshop and performance, one participant, 

Ben Fink, said the following about Theatre of the Oppressed facilitation in general (but 

tied it to our workshop specifically): 

[Theatre of the Oppressed] levels the playing field because even if you 

have all the money in the world, or even if you’ve been in the legislature 

lobbying for twenty years, if you’re in a theatre situation, you’re a person 

like anybody else.  And even if you have a lot of theatrical experience, it’s 

not gonna help you that much . . .  I think Legislative Theatre and Forum 

at their best are fundamentally democratic things. . . . When I say 

something is democratic it means everyone can participate equally. 

Everyone gets equal voice, and decisions are made by everyone who is 

involved (Interview). 

Fink’s reflections hold internal tensions.  He qualifies that he is describing an ideal—

what he believes should happen in this performance praxis.  At the same time, assertions 

of what actually happens in Legislative Theatre and Forum Theatre praxis wind alongside 

his depiction of the ideal.  He suggests everyone has equal access to the representational 

space in a project like the Legislative Theatre workshop in Omaha.  Tonisha Poitier, 

another participant, echoed him, referring to the project as “totally inclusive” (Interview).  

Other workshop participants had much more ambivalent relationships to exclusion and 

inclusion, barriers and access.  Some sections of this chapter interweave those 
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individuals’ experiences with analysis of how knowledge was built collectively and 

policy urgencies were defined in Omaha.  I explore several moments that exemplify how 

a variety of vectors of power and identity can create affective barriers to democratic 

participation.  These affective impediments shape who participates and how much, and 

therefore whose perspectives shape problem definition.  

 

Holding on to the Serpent:  Physical Ability and Theatre of the Oppressed 

 One of the founding premises of Theatre of the Oppressed is that differences in 

literacy, as well as differences across languages, structure much of the oppression across 

the globe.  Therefore, often a Theatre of the Oppressed process privileges learning 

through movement and image.  In any discussion of Theatre of the Oppressed (or indeed 

any workshop or classroom that privileges embodied learning), consideration of access 

necessarily intersects with an awareness of differentiated physical abilities.  Many 

facilitators at PTO conferences demonstrate such awareness.  Boal scholar Frances 

Babbage proposes that “it will be useful [for all practitioners] to consider the differences 

present within any cohort of people, for example, of gender, race, age or physical ability. 

Theatre of the Oppressed techniques are very flexible; they are designed to be inclusive, 

and there is no set standard that everyone is aiming to achieve” (108).  Babbage is correct 

to the extent that many Theatre of the Oppressed techniques can easily be adjusted for 

variously-abled participants.  Augusto Boal himself has worked with thousands of people 

with extremely differentiated ability (Aesthetics 1).   Some facilitators negotiate those 
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different abilities successfully; others do not. Similarly, some techniques can be adjusted 

while still preserving at least part of the integrity of their goals; others cannot.  

 At one point in the Omaha workshop, Julian Boal facilitated a technique he and 

his father called “The Serpent of Calcutta.” The game begins with three-person long 

serpents, formed by individuals standing with hands on the shoulders of the people in 

front of them.  Both ends of the serpent close their eyes.  The center of the serpent acts as 

director—the only one who can use visual cues to guide the serpent to its goal of 

“catching” the back of another serpent.  The technique progresses through several steps 

until, ideally, the entire workshop group whips around the room as one long serpent.  

Because the process involves an element of chase, maintaining a speed that is 

manageable for everyone can be a challenge.  Several people in the group struggled to 

hold on to the serpent once the technique reached a breakneck pace.  One participant was 

winded and overwhelmed by moving faster than was comfortable for her.  She alluded to 

differentiated mobility:  “What if you are not able to hold on?” (McElvany B2).  Her 

question is just one example of the myriad ways ability informed access to the process in 

Omaha, and not just for those who might have immediately been legible as differently-

abled.  This chapter’s discussion of access will not focus on physical ability.  Instead, it 

focuses on how access was discursively constructed through other means, such as 

exchanges among participants and between participants and facilitator—both through 

group conversation and theatrical exercises.  That said, I pause here briefly on physical 

ability because any examination of power in a Theatre of the Oppressed process would be 
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remiss if it did not call attention to the fact that, at any given moment, not everyone can 

(literally or metaphorically) hold on to the serpent. 

 

Whiteness, Power, and Problem Definition 
 
 For most of the first day of the workshop, the Boals facilitated as we moved 

through a typical beginning of a multi-day Theatre of the Oppressed sequence.  Before 

moving to topic-specific work, Theatre of the Oppressed usually entails a series of 

techniques intended not only to warm up the body as though for a kind of workout, but 

also to activate the senses and defamiliarize the various physical habits into which one’s 

body is disciplined on a daily basis.  Boal writes, “In the body’s battle with the world, the 

senses suffer.  And we start to feel very little of what we touch, to listen to very little of 

what we hear and to see very little of what we look at.  We feel, listen and see according 

to our specialty.  The body adapts itself to the job it has to do” (Games 49).  Boal breaks 

these dehabituating techniques into categories, including Feeling What We Touch 

(Restructuring Muscular Relations), Listening to What We Hear, Dynamising Several 

Senses, Seeing What We Look At, etc. (Boal Games). No one workshop uses all of the 

techniques in each category. Instead, facilitators choose a preferred sequence according 

to time and workshop goals, usually including at least one technique from each category.   

 After some of the initial defamiliarizing sequences, we moved on to Image 

Theatre. A few of the exercises had been selected to help us explore the concept of 

oppression more broadly, prior to pinpointing our scene topics. One of these exercises, 

“Multiple Images of Oppression,” thrust into sharp relief the need to examine the 
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relationship between whiteness and power in the workshop.  It also highlighted some of 

the possible complications of facilitators adapting their practices to contexts outside those 

of their own home cultures or cultures of origin.  “Multiple Images of Oppression” 

invites a group to understand its plurality of perspectives on oppression by creating 

various images with their bodies (Boal Games 186-189).  “Whatever the subject, the aim 

is no longer to show one, but several images which represent it, either at several different 

moments in time, or from several different perspectives” (Boal Games 187).  For each 

group, one person works as the sculptor, positioning her own body in relation to other 

participants’ bodies.    

 In one of the groups, participant Shannon Gibney sculpted.  Her image put three 

women of color of various ages on the floor, bodies slack, one on top of another.  The 

women appeared tired, weak, unable to get up, in the midst (if not at the end) of a 

struggle.  Gibney selected a middle-aged white man to join the image, situating her own 

body—also a body of color—in between the man on her left and the three women on the 

floor on her right. She wrapped the man’s arms around her waist, while her body pushed 

against his hands in the opposite direction, trying to burst free of his grasp. When the 

image freezed into its completed form, Gibney’s whole body surged toward the women, 

arms outstretched, trying in vain to reach them (McElvany B2).  

 Upon the image’s completion, Augusto Boal posed a standard Image Theatre 

prompt to the workshop group.  “What do you see there?” he asked (McElvany B2). In 

response came a variety of interpretations:  “Panic in her face.”  “He’s restraining her.” 

“You can’t join the dead to be in solidarity.”   “A metaphor of a woman who is trying to 
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respond to the needs of her sisters.”  These responses hung in the air, part of a cloud of 

impressions, while we started to shift to the next image, which also featured a keen 

attention to how variously racialized bodies might signify together.  When Boal again 

asked for impressions, one participant used the phrase “people of color” in his or her 

response (McElvany B3).  

 Boal paused.  “I always find strange that expression, people of color.  I have a 

color.  I am a man of color, of course.  Even in these words that we say, there are great 

things embedded,” he reflected.  A few people stirred; several of us sat up straighter, 

sputtering “but . . . ”  I and several other participants raised hands to interject. Gibney, a 

community organizer and community college instructor from Minneapolis, quickly tried 

to explain how that phrase has historically signified in the U.S., and why so many people 

have serious (and material) attachments to it.  “It’s a political phrase,” she countered. 

“It’s not about pigment.”  Something appeared to be getting lost in translation, her point 

missed by the elder Boal (McElvany B3). Our time for the exercise running short, our 

facilitators moved us on to the next several sculptures. 

 A few minutes later, we were still examining more of the Multiple Images of 

Oppression.  One participant remarked that the latest image contained a figure that looked 

like “the black sheep” of the group.  A male participant chimed in.  The black sheep, he 

joked, was a “sheep of color.”  Boal and several other participants laughed heartily 

(McElvany B3).  We moved on, despite the mix of nervous energy, raised eyebrows, and 

a few dropped jaws.  
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 I will return to the “sheep of color” “joke” shortly, but I first examine the larger 

conversation about the phrase “people of color.”  Relying on “ocular proof” (seeing) to 

identify race obfuscates the complexities of racial formations, ethnic identities, and other 

affiliations (Mirzoeff 114, Gonzalez 380-393, Dyer 44-45).  As a light-skinned Brazilian 

man, Augusto Boal registered his personal discomfort with the phrase “people of color” 

and the organization of race through visual epistemologies.  He seemed to be stressing 

the dangers of implying white as the absence of color and the absence of race—

implications elaborated and historicized by Richard Dyer in White (1997).  Still, many 

communities of color organize under the term.  The phrase functions as a powerfully 

galvanizing category.   

 But Boal’s reception of the phrase arose not just from an objection to the de-

racialization of whiteness, but also from a culturally and linguistically specific 

misunderstanding.  In Brazil, the literally translated equivalent of the phrase people of 

color (“pessoa de cor”) carries negative connotations, including that of purposeful, 

disdainful “othering” on the part of racialized whites toward people of other racialized 

identities.  Somewhere between the conclusion of that day’s session and the convening of 

the next, the elder Boal had obviously realized the tension that his comments about the 

phrase “people of color” had caused.  He did not return to the phrase specifically.  

Instead, he reflected to all of us:  “I remember that sometimes, the words, as they have 

their different meanings according to the culture, sometimes they are misinterpreted.”  He 

asked us to alert him when his understanding of a word diverged significantly from our 

own.  Of course, this request forgot that Gibney had tried to do just that and to no avail. 
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Even so, Boal’s desire to generate clearer communication appeared genuine.  He offered 

another example of how the vocabulary of race shifts across locations, suggesting that in 

Brazil “black” and “negro” signify ideas almost opposite those of their contemporary 

U.S. versions.  In Brazil, he said, at least according to his understanding, negro functions 

as a term of pride, while black is derogatory—a word one says, according to Boal, “not 

even to the wall” (McElvany B11). 

 Differences of signification across languages and continents partially account for 

the initial tension around the phrase “women of color,” but Gibney recalls that after she 

tried to explain the significance of the phrase for her, one white female North American 

near her commented that the term “divides people.”  “I just looked at her,” Gibney says, 

“and that’s the moment when I really started to shut down . . . I thought again it was this 

guru thing, where . . . she was sort of like aligning herself with [Augusto Boal]” (Gibney, 

Howe, and Kuftinec). The woman’s remark about dividing people neglected the realities 

of how race already functions, at once constructed yet materially real.  The comment 

seemed to willfully disengage with Gibney’s intention to enact precisely the opposite of 

“color blind” casting in the image she sculpted.  Gibney later confirmed that her choice 

was absolutely intentional, and that she had chosen several participants with mindfulness 

of their identities as “brown women, as people of color” (Gibney, Howe, and Kuftinec). 

She was frustrated that “we had no discussion about the intentionality of choosing those 

particular bodies,” which “actually just reinforces the larger systemic power 

relationships.”  She added, “To me, that’s how whiteness works” (Gibney, Howe, and 

Kuftinec).  The conversation spiraling out of Gibney’s initial sculpture exemplifies how 
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the drive to stick to a workshop agenda can help shore up white privilege by preventing 

extended discussion of the implications of our language. 

 Even if one were to simply attribute the initial tension over the first mention of 

“people of color” to cultural difference (and surely that simplifies the idiosyncrasies of 

multiple speakers), the “sheep of color” “joke” calls for scrutiny all its own.  Regardless 

of the different understandings of “people of color” that predated our assembly, in our 

conversation about Gibney’s image sculpture it became clear that the phrase held 

important meaning for her and others.  The speaker’s “humor” might have been a 

misguided attempt to lessen the tension of the moment.  It also might have been an 

attempt to perform kinship with a globally revered facilitator.  Nevertheless, in effect it 

trivialized the term “people of color,” and at least momentarily aligned Augusto Boal 

with that trivializing act.  The joke left its trace on the affective landscape, the same space 

where we would collaborate to define policy problems through Legislative Theatre. 

 Throughout the initial discussion about the phrase “people of color,” I (like many 

others) agreed with Gibney, but largely stayed silent, affirming my agreement with her by 

nodding vigorously, but not by speaking up.  Again, minutes later, after the “sheep of 

color” joke, I was upset once more but did not speak my objections.  I am not typically a 

reticent person; I am an extrovert who rarely shies away from voicing my ethical qualms. 

My silences in these instances represent my own failure in those moments to be an ally 

with people of color in the struggle against hegemonic whiteness.  But those silences also 

have potentially larger implications, raising key questions about my relationship to that 

specific workshop.  In “The Role of Allies in 2010,” a speech recently delivered at the 



 

 
 
 
 

142 

University of Texas at Austin, Omi Osun Olomo / Joni L. Jones identified six rules for 

allies.4  Specifically, she addressed “what it means to be an ally to queer people, to 

women, and to people of color.”  Jones urged white allies, for example, to be “loud and 

crazy so Black folks won’t have to be” in struggles against racism:  “Speak up! Say it! 

Name it!”  She acknowledges, “Speaking up does mean being willing to relinquish some 

piece of privilege in order to create justice.  Allies step up, they do the work that has left 

others depleted and weary.”  I wanted to be an ally, but failed in that public context, 

instead approaching Gibney at the workshop break to express my agreement with her—a 

communication she received warmly, despite its tardiness. 

  Why had I stayed silent?  Why had others?  Had I been so afraid to seem as 

though I was “holding up” Augusto Boal’s workshop that I could not muster the words to 

mark my own discomfort with the joke?  Or to mark my sense that we needed to pause 

for more dialogue about the multiple, competing interpretations of the phrase “people of 

color” that seemed to be creating confusion?  Why had I, in effect, largely bailed on 

Gibney, opting instead to agree with her quietly but otherwise go with the flow?  

 Part of my silence, I am sure, had to do with my overall sense of the Boals’ status 

in the field of theatre for social change (and a corresponding fear of challenging their 

impulse to keep the workshop moving).5  More to the point, I am interested in the extent 

of my initial intimidation.  Augusto Boal did (and Julian Boal does) welcome challenges, 

so it was not necessarily their individual performances as facilitators that prompted my 
                                                        
4 Jones delivered these remarks during the joint keynote address for the University of Texas at Austin’s 
Women’s and Gender Studies Graduate Student Conference and the Abriendo Brecha Activist Conference.  
5 Though I am now close friends with Julian Boal, I was not really friends with him at that time, so I do not 
believe a personal connection kept me quiet.  I would begin to get to know him well in the next week, after 
we connected outside the workshop through mutual friends.  
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reserve.  Instead, the overall scenario of them as the facilitators of a paid workshop (and 

the fame of the elder Boal in particular) naturalized their expertise and my deference.  I 

also feared seeming like someone “holding things up” to other participants I had just met 

earlier that day.  

 My intention to write about the workshop complicated my ability to stay present 

in the conversation, too.  No matter my intention to participate fully, part of me always 

hovered outside the action, furiously scribbling down notes about the conversations and 

activities in my tiny notebook.6  On some level, had I been “saving” these moments to 

write about?  Not intentionally, but my inability to balance coperformance with 

observation contributed to my complicity in glossing over—rather than interrogating—a 

set of oppressive transactions that raised questions about race and power in our 

Legislative Theatre workshop.  

 

Defining Local Problems?  

 By the end of the first day, our workshop began to shift to creating the specific 

scenes for the Legislative Theatre session. At that stage, power attributed to Augusto 

Boal as a “guru” facilitator continued to assert itself.  The Boals requested that all of us 

call out themes, subjects, or issues for potential Legislative Theatre scenes.  Ideas quickly 

proliferated as Julian Boal jotted them on an easel.  Some suggestions, to name a few, 

included immigration, homelessness, economic inequalities, police abuse, the Iraq War, 

                                                        
6 During the three days of the workshop, I had no idea that the friendship I was developing with 
videographer Scot McElvany would lead me to have access to tapes of everything that happened in the 
workshop.  All the furious scribbling that had distracted me proved unnecessary. 
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the U.S. role in climate change, and the frustration of overdraft fees at someone’s local 

bank (McElvany B4).  

 But as this list began to grow, other participants—myself included—grew 

perplexed and frustrated.  Shouldn’t we try to find out what subjects might be most 

immediately pressing and relevant in Omaha?  While some of the workshop participants 

were from Omaha, the vast majority hailed from throughout the U.S. and a smattering of 

countries outside the U.S.  Many of us had just stepped foot in Omaha the day before. 

Without sustained conversation with the Omaha residents in the workshop, or without 

turning in earnest to local newspapers and other sources of information, who were we to 

even begin to suggest topics?  It would be, as Augusto Boal put it, “a symbolic session,” 

but that session would still have an audience with whom generative conversation could 

be created—an audience that featured prominent Nebraskan decision makers.  

 Augusto Boal responded to our concern by suggesting that the scenes should not 

address subjects “so particular” that the problems could be dismissed as peculiarities of 

Omaha only.  He wanted the conference’s Legislative Theatre opening session to be 

something in which everyone could participate, whether conference registrants traveling 

from afar or Omaha citizens attending that one-off event.  Meanwhile, some participants 

became impatient, wanting to move along.  One of those participants turned toward 

Gibney, who was sitting near me and was among those of us questioning the more 

universalized approach to scene creation.  With seemingly good intentions (but also with 

little irony in the context of a theatrical movement all about questioning authority), the 
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woman gently—if patronizingly—said, “Trust the method.”  The topic selection process 

forged on.  

 At that moment, our workshop encountered the tension between modeling a 

process in a short amount of time and the deep desire felt by many participants to actually 

do the process.  At various points during the workshop and performance, Augusto and 

Julian Boal both mentioned that, if we were actually doing Legislative Theatre (rather 

than learning skills in a workshop setting), the content of the plays would be culled from 

the experiences of that specific local community.  At the performance, the elder Boal 

described his usual practice of working with various communities:  “We don’t go say, 

‘We brought here this play for you.’  We ask them to write a play about their own needs . 

. . We are specialists in theatre; we are not specialists in their lives.  They know their 

lives.”  I believe that perceived lack of time was the Boals’ only reason for the resistance 

to plumbing the issues in Omaha farther.  This tension between modeling and doing 

underpins the economic realities of social justice theatre workshop facilitation—a field in 

which people want to learn techniques that will travel and have wide impact, but the 

students in question often have neither much money nor much time.7  The desire to “soak 

                                                        
7 As a result of the limited resources of participants, social justice theatre workshop facilitation is also a 
field in which facilitators do many workshops to make their living.  When I first went to workshops with 
the Boals, I thought the fee for the experience seemed exorbitant.  After joining the community as a board 
member and learning how PTO budgets work, my perspective shifted.  Because PTO attracts participants 
from relatively diverse socioeconomic backgrounds, its bank holdings are typically precariously low. 
Therefore, the pre-conference workshops always have to pay for themselves.  In fact, Augusto and Julian 
wanted for there to be a little left over that could be recycled back into the conference, into the experiences 
it could offer its members for a relatively low price.  A large percentage of the workshop fees paid for 
airfare and accommodations.  The workshops were expensive, but we continued to invite Augusto (and 
Julian) to offer workshops because the experiences appeared to be formative for many participants.  
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up” as many skills as possible might have led to some of the resistance toward pausing 

for further interrogation about where our material would “come from.”  

  When speaking with me, several participants specifically acknowledged the 

tension between workshop time constraints and grounding our exploration locally, and 

each offered suggestions for how that tension might have been decreased.  “[The 

workshop] was always going to be somewhat contrived,” reflected Ben Fink, “but it 

could have been made less contrived.”  He asserted that incorporating Boal’s version of 

newspaper theatre (which examines the politics of representation in periodicals) with 

local newspapers might have allowed for those of us less acquainted with Omaha to 

approach scene devising without having to create (instead of depict) specific details 

(Interview).  Participant John Sullivan argued for the inclusion of “grassroots activists 

who might give mini-workshops on a few pressing issues that could guide the content 

choices of Forum scenes” (Email).  From the perspective of another participant, Andrew 

Pleasant, a lack of local emphasis led to too much reliance on “opinions and attitudes”: 

“I'd like to develop a mechanism so as to ground the process and proposed legislation in a 

broader knowledge base . . . [A]long with learning the process of the play there is room to 

incorporate more information and knowledge vs. opinions and attitudes” (Email).  

 Finally, level of familiarity with Theatre of the Oppressed functioned as yet 

another index of power in the workshop. Tonisha Poitier, for example, felt that she was at 

a disadvantage with the terminology: 

I’m pretty sure all the people that I’ve heard [talking] are like theatre 

majors, or [they] know something, so I’m like, well, I’m just an employee 
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at the YWCA, but theatre, acting is my passion, so I don’t have all the 

educational knowledge.  So when you’re talking about the different 

terminologies, and I’m like, okay, catching on and understanding by the 

conversational repetition of everything, you know, I’m catching on, but 

there were times [when catching on was more difficult] (Interview). 

Some participants, like Poitier, might have been busy playing “catch-up” in certain 

moments.  Poitier’s interview with me, which happened on a workshop break, provides 

an important counterpoint to Fink’s reflections that “if you’re in a theatre situation, 

you’re a person like anybody else” and that “even if you have a lot of theatrical 

experience, it’s not gonna help you that much.”  Rather, Poitier suggests, participants 

might have experienced longer or shorter delays in understanding and participating, 

depending on the nature of their previous relationships (or lack thereof) to theatre, and 

more specifically, Theatre of the Oppressed as a movement.  

 

Developing and Rehearsing the Scenes  

 Eventually the Boals held a vote. We narrowed the workshop’s focus down to the 

top five vote getters I identified earlier: 1) systems of racial and economic segregation in 

Omaha, 2) sexism, 3) inadequate health care access, 4) torture, and 5) immigration 

enforcement as it relates to labor law.  Each of those five subjects anchored a group who 

would work together for the rest of the workshop, sharing stories about the particular 

issue, then devising and rehearsing a scene that would be performed at the legislative 

event.  My workshop group came together out of a shared interest in how poverty and 
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educational opportunity (or lack thereof) relate to racial segregation.  The germ of our 

collaboration was a belief on the part of one of our Omaha-based participants that current 

policies and economics in Omaha led to what he called a “confirmation of segregation” in 

the city.  The other Omaha resident in our group (which included individuals from the 

U.S. and Canada) affirmed the proposed topic and its relevance to Omaha.  The scene we 

made—and the compressed process of developing it—illuminates several of the potential 

challenges to using Forum Theatre to define a policy urgency.   

 In this section, I first offer some context about the intersection of race, poverty, 

and education in recent Omaha history, followed by a synopsis of the final scene our 

group generated and performed in Omaha City Council Chambers.  With those points of 

reference established, I argue that a close examination of our group’s process illuminates 

the usefulness (and potential concerns) of constructing multiple protagonists in one 

Legislative Theatre scene, as well as the need for complex antagonist depiction for the 

purposes of problem definition.  Furthermore, I argue that in Legislative Theatre, 

sometimes what feel like nagging aesthetic concerns—concerns about the scene’s 

“quality” and viability as the stuff of drama—are not necessarily mere quibbles about 

taste (as if taste could ever be mere) arising at the expense of the policy issue at hand 

(though surely sometimes they can be that, too).  Sometimes aesthetic concerns can be 

exactly the opposite—helpful indicators that a given scene has not defined a policy 

urgency with sufficient complexity, specificity, or attention to locality.   

 Attention to recent local education history reveals that Omaha, like so many other 

cities, struggles to reconcile differing views about how (or the extent to which) it should 
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address the intersections of racial inequality, class inequality, and educational inequality. 

Omaha schools had been integrated, by court order, through a bussing program that lasted 

from 1976-1999 (Dillon 1).  Debate over how race should relate to districting resurfaced 

with an especially high profile in 2005.  That June, the Omaha district—where most of 

Nebraska’s students who are classified as minority matriculate—formally decided to 

include a group of mostly white suburban schools within the Omaha city limits.  The 

choice to join these urban and suburban schools—touted under the slogan “One City, One 

School District”—emerged from the desire to have a more integrated district and a fairer 

division of tax-related funds.  Nevertheless, the decision drew ire from many suburban 

(and largely white) parents, who feared the district would reinstitute a bussing system 

(Dillon 1).  

 A 2006 bill responded to some of that parental backlash by assuring that the 

districts in and around Omaha would keep their borders but combine as a “learning 

community” that would be responsible for distributing tax revenue evenly.  Theoretically, 

any student within the learning community could go to the school of their choice, a 

provision that opponents argued would be difficult to implement.  An amendment to that 

bill—written by Senator Ernie Chambers, then Nebraska’s sole African-American state 

senator—stirred particular controversy.  In the amendment, Chambers called for 

separating Omaha schools into three separate districts:  one largely white, one largely 

black/African-American, and one primarily populated with individuals labeled as Latino 

or Hispanic.  Many opposed the bill as “state-sponsored segregation,” while Chambers 

and some of its other supporters argued that the issue at hand was one of racial and 
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cultural autonomy.  Chambers asserted that administrative decisions for schools with 

primarily black students should be made by members of black and African-American 

communities (Dillon 1).   

 The state legislature voted on the controversial measure favorably; the state 

governor signed it into law in April 2006.  Several prominent voices—including the 

state’s attorney general—quickly noted that the bill (and particularly Chambers’ 

amendment) would likely elicit many challenges based on arguments that it violated the 

federal constitutional category of equal protections.  “My intent,” Chambers said, “is not 

to have an exclusionary system, but [one that] we, meaning black people, whose children 

make up the vast majority of the student population, would control” (Dillon 2).  The 

NAACP and the NCAAP Legal Defense Fund (LDF) filed federal suits to challenge the 

law that included Chambers’ amendment, which was scheduled to go into effect in June 

of 2008 (Wright 1).  The bill, however, was overturned by the state legislature in 2007, 

meaning that the amendment was not implemented.  Rifts persist, however, over how to 

address racial and economic inequality in Omaha’s schools.  

 As this gesture toward Omaha context suggests, problems in need of policy 

attention often have long and winding stories on specific political stages.  I raise this 

point because it underscores our group’s general lack of knowledge about the local 

context in which we worked.  Many of us had almost no clue about any of this history 

when we created our scene.  Instead, we composed our Forum Theatre play based on the 

few local insights that the two Omaha residents in our group were able to share in our 
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limited time.  Rather than grounding our scenario in any one story or a compilation of 

actual scenarios, we imagined one.  

 This call to conjure a composite scenario frustrated one participant, who traveled 

to the conference from Turkey.  In previous workshops she had found successful, the 

content “always came from the stories, from what those people had experienced . . . I did 

not run into a problem when setting up those stories because they are real” (McElvany 

B6).  An automatic distinction between some scenes as “real” and others as “not real” 

seals over the human labor involved in constructing any story, whether generated from 

someone’s exact experience or not.  In response to that participant, Julian Boal marked 

his resistance to a real/unreal binary, saying, “I have strictly no fetishisms for the real 

story.  All the stories are real” (McElvany B6).  In addition, he added that focusing on a 

specific story in isolation can also sometimes prevent participants from thinking about a 

problem or oppression in a global context, not just a local one.  Nonetheless, the 

participant was right that many of us struggled to create scenes without specific stories to 

use as referents.  In other words, lack of specific stories made it difficult to tap 

Legislative Theatre’s full potential for contributing to a process of urgency definition.  

 The scene we ultimately performed proceeded as follows:   

 Stage right sits a family in perfect Olan-Mills style family portrait tableau: a 

mother, daughter, and son (all played by actors cast by our group for those roles 

specifically because they were white).  Adult actors play the children, but their characters 

are elementary-school age.  “Mom! I got a B in Math!” the son whines, entitlement 

brimming in his voice.  The mother, more than perky, reassures him: “Oh, sweetie, we’re 
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gonna hire you a tutor, sweetheart, the best one in all of West Omaha!”  The daughter 

announces that she’s hungry.  Mom beams back that “Princess” (who even wears a 

princess crown) can have whatever she wants—as long as she follows up her macaroni 

and cheese and cookies with “an apple!”  

 Next attention shifts stage left, to another family, a mother and daughter (both 

purposely cast with black actors), Carla Jackson and her mother.  Carla, like “Princess,” 

is also hungry, but she tells her mother she has not eaten all day (meaning that she has not 

been fed at either home or school).  Her mother has little to offer her on that score.  “I’m 

sorry, okay,” Ms. Jackson plaintively suggests, the actress’s voice cracking.  “I’m trying 

to work on this,” she says, but then admits that she does not have enough money to pay 

for both their mortgage and their food.  But Carla has more bad news.  She also failed an 

important literacy test that day.  Additional dialogue explains that Carla needed to pass 

that literacy test to be eligible for a local scholarship.  

 Carla’s mother makes two stops in her effort to figure out how she can help her 

daughter in terms of both home finances and life at school.  First, Ms. Jackson tries 

Carla’s teacher, the earnest and sympathetic Ms. Smith, whom I played.  Ms. Smith 

asserts that Ms. Jackson is not alone (thereby signaling the problem as public and 

systemic rather than private):  “A lot of families are in similar situations.  Many students’ 

parents have mentioned things like this.”  She says she will help make sure Carla is able 

to take advantage of the school’s breakfast and lunch programs.  She also offers to let 

Carla stay after school with her a few days a week for some extra help.   
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 Ms. Jackson is savvy.  She knows that Ms. Smith’s kind individual gesture of free 

labor will do little to address the larger challenges her daughter faces.  Ms. Jackson’s next 

stop is the office of her state senator.  When Ms. Jackson explains her situation once 

again to Senator Jones, she learns that the politician is about to propose a bill that will try 

to address poverty (as well as gross economic inequality more broadly) in Omaha. 

Senator Jones, in fact, will soon be leaving for a meeting with a senior senator whose 

support she hopes to leverage to garner more momentum for the anti-poverty bill.  Ms. 

Jackson asks to accompany Senator Jones to her meeting. 

 The scene fast-forwards to the senior senator’s office just prior to Senator Jones 

and Ms. Jackson’s entrance.  The senior senator and her guest John Evans, a corporate 

business representative, enjoy chummy (if clumsily explicatory) small talk: 

  SENIOR SENTATOR. Thanks for all your support! 

  JOHN EVANS. Absolutely. There’s always enough money to go around  

   and support you and people like us.  

  SENIOR SENATOR. I think we’ve got the next election pretty wrapped  

   up. 

 The Senior Senator mentions that next she’ll meet with an “up-and-coming” 

senator she’s “sort of grooming.”8  Enter Senator Jones and Ms. Jackson.  Though the 

senior senator greets Senator Jones relatively warmly, the former amps up to glad-

handing when she notices the constituent’s presence.  Senator Jones explains that she’s 

                                                        
8 The casting of the senior senator as a woman was not really intended to say something specific about the 
senator (though it might be tempting to read it that way, given the relatively small number of women in 
high political office).  It was more a reflection of the fact that our group was mostly women.  
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proposing a new bill containing some anti-poverty items.  She underscores how her 

constituents’ realities inform her passion for the bill:  “As you know, in North Omaha, in 

some of our school districts we have the lowest literacy rates, and we also have the 

lowest graduation rates.”  The senior senator promises that she shares Jones’ concerns, 

and her corporate-affiliated guest speaks up on the issue as well.  Evans explains that he 

and his corporation are aware of the problems Omaha schools are facing, and to that end 

they will be providing endowments to all the city’s public schools. (This plot point 

gestured to a recent endowment to Omaha schools made by Nebraska-based billionaire 

businessman and philanthropist Warren Buffett.) 

 “Unlimited funding, private funding from the corporation for all Omaha public 

schools,” the senior senator gleefully informs Senator Jones and Ms. Jackson.  But 

Senator Jones, like Ms. Jackson, resists individualistic, one-time solutions to the enduring 

systemic problem at hand:  

  SENATOR JONES. Well, Mr. Evans, I applaud you for bringing your  

   money to the schools, but I do want to say that we’re talking about  

   poverty here.  That’s the underlying issue.  

  JOHN EVANS. Yes, yes, it will take some time, [but] once the students  

   become educated, they will go back into their neighborhoods and  

   become leaders and role models for the future generations in their  

   own communities. 

 Ms. Jackson counters that the corporate triage Evans suggests is “not gonna feed 

[her] daughter right now.”  Senator Jones agrees, adding that maintaining the current 
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distribution of poverty and wealth also preserves segregation by reinforcing unequal 

opportunities for students across Omaha districts.  The suggestion of sanctioned 

segregation ratchets up the senior senator’s political anxiety.  “Oh, no,” she chirps. “I 

would never support segregation!  But look, let’s face it, we cannot disrupt the families or 

neighborhoods of this fine city.”  Ms. Jackson turns to the audience assembled in Omaha 

City Council Chambers and punctuates the scene with her own confusion:  “What does 

that mean?” (McElvany Raw Footage).  

 Our scene, unlike the labor and immigration scene, was not chosen for Forum 

Theatre, despite the fact that it contained the most overt links to Omaha-specific 

circumstances.  Here I speculate on several reasons it might not have been selected.  To 

my own ear, my description of the previous scene borders on dry and at times a little 

soulless, meandering from plot point to plot point, with little remarkable about the 

staging, which marched from one “station” on stage to another.  My description is heavy-

handed, reflecting clear value judgments about several of the characters, particularly the 

cartoonish antagonists (“entitlement brimming in her voice,” “more than perky”), but 

those character descriptions also partly reflect the performances of the scene itself.  I do 

not mean to paint the scene with all one brush; in some moments it was quite moving—

particularly some of the exchanges between Carla and her mother.  Still, our scene lacked 

subtlety in its plot and, in some moments, its performance style.  I am as responsible for 

this as anyone else.  I return to this scene to reflect on why, how, and to what effect the 

scene unfolded as it did, not to place myself outside of the matrix of factors that led to 

what I see as some of the scene’s limitations. 
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 The scene constitutes one argument against developing Legislative Theatre scenes 

in a short-form workshop, at least without one or two people serving as directors.  In my 

experience of workshops for practices like Theatre of the Oppressed, bodies of 

techniques that explicitly value democratic engagement, many participants and/or 

facilitators assume that collaboration should happen without an organizing director.  Even 

when facilitators do not explicitly state that a group should not have a director, 

participants often assume that sans-director is the most “democratic” way to proceed.  

The implication in such contexts is that a director would trump everyone else’s “equality” 

as contributors.  In our case, however, working without directors often meant each of our 

group’s decisions took two, three, and four times as long as they might have if all the 

ideas had been funneled through a director or group of directors. 

 Such a delay particularly threatened our scene once we decided that, because we 

were creating Legislative Theatre specifically, we wanted to depict multiple settings and 

multiple conversations in order to represent the layers of bureaucracy an individual 

citizen might have to engage to make something happen.  But because we took so long 

making decisions, we did not have sufficient time to make more micro-decisions about 

the specificities of the characters in each individual subsection of the scene.  Instead of 

depicting a problem with multiple, complex, interlocking layers, our topic emerged as 

diffuse and non-specific, and the separate settings seemed like items on a laundry list. 

White family’s home, check.  Black family’s home, check.  School/teacher, check.  

Junior senator, check.  Senior senator, check.  This laundry list suggested that some of the 

mundane meetings that take place on the path of a citizen activist/lobbyist can be 
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especially challenging to depict in a compelling way.  I think the problem, however, was 

not necessarily with this semi-realistic march from bureaucrat to bureaucrat, but with our 

depiction of the antagonists, and, to a lesser extent, our protagonist.  

 In Forum Theatre, a protagonist struggles against an antagonist (or a series of 

antagonists).  Those are not the only characters in a Forum scene, and typically 

bystanders or potential allies appear, too.  In addition, Augusto Boal has long allowed the 

“zoom out,” the insertion of a new character into a Forum to broaden perspectives or 

make it possible to rehearse new solutions.  Nonetheless, the protagonist and 

antagonist(s) usually comprise the starting points of examination.  How those two 

categories are constructed can affect how the audience is encouraged to conceptualize the 

problem at hand, who is responsible for it, and who should work to change it. 

 Antagonists.  The final version of our scene presents several antagonists:  the 

white, middle (or upper middle) class family presumably benefitting from the uneven 

distribution of educational resources (and the uneven distribution of wealth in general); 

the senior senator concerned about not disrupting the status quo of socio-geographic and 

economic relations in Omaha; the corporate business person offering a private industry 

panacea.  One could also view the teacher as simultaneously potential ally and potential 

antagonist.  She offers to help, but (probably thanks to her own relative oppression within 

school district machinery) she proposes individualized solutions that do not challenge the 

larger systems in which the characters exist.  Dani Snyder, who studies how youth 

construct their own personal antagonists through Forum Theatre, suggests that the 
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antagonist is “both the character who oppresses the protagonist and a representative of a 

larger system of power” (272). 

 As our group developed the scene across roughly five hours of workshop time, the 

tension between systems of oppression and the individuals inside them led to conflict 

about how we would represent the antagonists.  As several of us pointed out, in Omaha 

and elsewhere, many citizens of privilege are, in fact, an integral part of preserving the 

geographic status quo within a city.  They often welcome continued de facto segregation 

(or at least do nothing to change it), and construct population distribution to preserve 

property values, “community,” and tax bases.  Furthermore, individuals with assets and 

other cultural capital often carry far more weight with elected officials.  We worked from 

some of these generalizations because we lacked more specific shared knowledge.9  As 

we constructed antagonists, we combined these insights with what Omaha-based group 

members shared about their own sense of the local relationship between neighborhoods 

and educational resources.  

 Throughout our process, we tended toward superficial antagonists, ones whose 

lives seemed absurdly, even obnoxiously perfect (the first family in the scene) or who 

commented relatively overtly on their own self-interest (the senior senator). As Bertolt 

Brecht argues, self-conscious commenting on character in performance can provide 

valuable insights (Brecht “Short Description” 136-147).  In this case, however, the actors 

playing our protagonists worked within an aesthetic of realism, making the protagonists 

seem like actual people.  In comparison, our one-dimensional antagonists felt cartoonish 

                                                        
9 Though those are reasonably accurate representations of how power often flows, at least in the U.S., the 
lack of specific details highlighted the contrivance of creating a scene in our workshop context. 
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and “othered” from us.  Snyder cautions against one-dimensional antagonists—or 

antagonists who are self-consciously proud of their status as oppressors.   The antagonist, 

she writes, “[i]n Theatre of the Oppressed and in life is both a representative of a broken, 

value-laden, unfair system and an individual with both a back story and a set of needs. . . 

. [F]ew people get up in the morning and say, ‘Today, I think I’ll go out and oppress.’”   

Much oppression hinges on the fact that those benefiting from privilege do not view 

themselves as devious or selfish at all.  I do not necessarily mean they are not devious or 

selfish; often capitalism rewards both.  Instead, I mean that a scene will most likely 

resonate less with an audience if the antagonists verge on the gleefully villainous.  

 More important in the context of Legislative Theatre, constructing gleeful 

villains—emphasizing oppression as the product of individual “bad” people—does not 

complement an investigation of a systemic policy problem.10  In Omaha, the situation is 

not as simple as white citizens wanting continued segregated districts and people of color 

wanting to shift districts.  For example, as the summary of recent Omaha history 

explained, African-American State Senator Ernie Chambers himself proposed legislation 

that would largely separate districts along racial lines.  A host of people and factors tend 

to shape a city and its social organization.  Partly due to our group’s composition, and 

due to which group members wanted to play which role, we accidentally staged a version 

of these policy urgencies that encouraged understanding them through the prism of a 

black/white dyad.  Racial prejudice and its intersections with poverty and privilege 

                                                        
10 Julian Boal typically offers some version of the following when participants focus on individual 
antagonists as the roots of an oppression:  “The question you have to ask of a slave master is not if he uses 
his whip or how many times he uses his whip.  The question you have to ask is:  Why is there slaveship 
[sic] in the first place?”(McElvany B4). 
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operated powerfully in our scenario, but not in ways that should have been identified so 

simply in terms of black versus white. 

 While the racial identities and interests of our group partially molded the 

representations of the protagonists and antagonists, another category of identity asserted 

itself especially noticeably.  Our discussions felt saturated with assumptions that let us 

cling to the satisfaction of “progressives” or even “radicals” working for social justice.  

In other words, our conversations tended to represent ourselves as outside the social 

concerns we wanted to address.  Kuftinec also noticed this phenomenon—the idea that 

social-justice practitioners are not implicated in social problems but instead problems are 

“out there [outside of us] and . . . it’s up to us as good progressives to, you know, show 

the people through our theatrical labor those issues that they can’t see” (Gibney, Howe, 

and Kuftinec).   

 One of our group tensions, for example, arose because the term “rich white guys” 

emerged as shorthand for the causes of the problems we explored.  Others suggested that, 

while possibly satisfying, such language distanced many of us and let us off the hook.  In 

the final version of our scene, our antagonists were actually far less one-dimensional than 

other versions of them rehearsed throughout our process.  That conversation about 

defining the antagonists was useful in and of itself.  It exemplified how the value of a 

Legislative Theatre process does not begin and end with the scene or the larger public 

performance event.  Much knowledge-building happened in the devising process itself. 

We do not necessarily know how, or the extent to which, our scene clarified (or 

obscured) any aspects of policy for those who saw it, but the process of making the scene 
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led us to talk about who we were in relation to those problems, and the need for precise 

language when we talk about them in our own lives.  

 Protagonists.  Protagonists are those struggling against oppressors in a Forum 

Theatre scene.  The Boals foreground one main protagonist, but as many people in the 

Theatre of the Oppressed community have argued, it can be difficult to predict which 

characters the audience will regard as struggling, so often a scene will emerge as having 

more than one protagonist.  Our scene raised the question: To what extent should the 

characters developed as the protagonists represent specific qualities or elements when 

you are doing Legislative Theatre in particular?  Put another way, what makes a 

Legislative Theatre protagonist?   

 The workshop never explicitly addressed that question, but the query arose 

informally in our group.  Our scene highlighted two protagonists: Ms. Jackson (Carla’s 

mother) and the junior state senator working on the poverty-reduction bill.  Initially, we 

focused on the protagonist potential of the junior senator only.  Many of us thought that, 

since we were doing a mock Legislative Theatre session, our protagonist should be 

someone whose tactics would most likely be legislative or policy-related.  After all, we 

reasoned, if Legislative Theatre aims to figure out what a group of people might want 

legislators to do with policy, it would be best to have spect-actors replacing a legislator 

character, rehearsing new strategies on her behalf.  We tried to design a protagonist who 

would prevent intervening spect-actors from laying the blame or the responsibility on the 

oppressed constituents.  Instead, we hoped, replacing the legislator would set up a 

framework in which we focused on the responsibilities of lawmakers.  
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 When we showed a first “draft” of our scene to the rest of the workshop, our 

audience offered helpful feedback.  Kuftinec pointed out that Ms. Jackson seemed very 

disempowered, as though she was constantly waiting for Carla’s school or her legislator 

to take action.  Kuftinec longed for Ms. Jackson to be more proactive, so that we could 

avoid the scenario of earnest white people crusading on behalf of a relatively poor black 

woman.  None of us wanted to represent Ms. Jackson as incapable of organizing against 

the various forms of oppression that caused her and her daughter such hardship.  But we 

also didn’t want to shift focus to Ms. Jackson as the sole protagonist.  It was important to 

recognize her agency, but not at the expense of pointing out that far more responsibility 

for addressing these problems lies with politicians elected to represent constituents’ best 

interests.  Building the scene as primarily Ms. Jackson’s struggle would take much of the 

heat off legislative questions.  Therefore, we created two protagonists, each with their 

own arc of agency—first Ms. Jackson’s, then the junior senator’s.  

 Trying to gain wider-angle perspective about the systemic “big picture” does not 

obviate the necessity that we gain skills for fighting for justice in individualized settings.  

The Boals have long argued that Forum Theatre should be a site of collective 

investigation of systemic problems, not just individual solutions.  On the other hand, 

Julian Boal offers, “What is also true is that if there is someone standing in front of you, 

you need to fight for your rights” with that specific person (McElvany B4).  Designing 

protagonists for Legislative Theatre requires careful consideration of agency on the part 

of both legislators and the individuals they represent.  Who the audience will be able to 

replace (or want to replace) will determine the scope of the proposed solutions, strategies, 
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or tactics.  As participant Andrew Pleasant succinctly summarized, “You can put 

something in a story that makes it impossible for certain solutions to emerge . . . That is a 

political choice” (Email).  

 Process, Power, and Dissent.  Our group process for creating the scene—and the 

processes of some of the other groups—reminded me that social justice theatre 

workshops often unwittingly prop up conservative or neo-liberal notions of unregulated 

democracy.  At least among the participants I interviewed, their groups worked as 

collectives but never really paused to discuss any structure or protocol for ensuring group 

members had relatively equal access to discursive space.  “You can’t assume that groups 

will just happen and function normatively,” Kuftinec observed, adding, “If, as a 

facilitator, you don’t provide some kind of structure, then the behaviors that are 

normative and the different kinds of power relationships that are in the room already are 

going to manifest in the [small] group” (Gibney, Howe, and Kuftinec).  Many groups 

paid plenty of attention to following traditional guidelines about what makes a good 

Forum Theatre scene; few paid much attention to collaborating on brief guidelines for 

interpersonal communication.  

 In my group, people familiar with traditional Forum structure or longtime 

conference attendees sometimes dominated conversation.  In other moments, plain 

extroversion won out—not just in my group but also in others (Chung Interview).  In any 

group, some people are bound to be more overtly communicative than others, and 

equating democracy with lack of structure can mean that the same voices assert 

themselves again and again.  Participant Brooke Kiener said about her group:  
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There have been moments where I felt like there are just some really 

dominant personalities, and they’re driving me crazy, and . . . just for the 

sake of my own ease in this moment, I’m not gonna participate in this 

conversation because I just don’t think we need another voice in here, and 

I don’t have the energy to fight this person . . . I disagree with everything 

he’s saying but I’m not gonna say anything because I just want to get 

through this moment (Interview).  

 Participants directing each other has enormous potential as a model of democratic 

citizenship.  Working without a director or a group of directors, however, can sometimes 

actually reify existing power hierarchies—if the group does not first agree upon some 

structures for their collaboration.  Without an expressed plan for engagement, existing 

discursive hierarchies will likely prevail.  That said, a group can work together to 

establish processes for sharing ideas, ones that attempt to ensure equal available “airtime” 

in discussion for all participants who might want to contribute.  Doing so requires 

breaking free from a notion of democratic discourse that implies unstructured 

collaboration.   

 Tonisha Poitier appreciated that the workshop prompted participants to think 

about what democracy means to them.  “I think that people have their own perceptions . . 

. on democracy or [other] issues . . . You may have this idealization of something, but 

someone else has totally different, other perspectives, and so you’re struggling to make 

them work” (Interview).  Ideally, Legislative Theatre workshops—intentionally or not—
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can offer a space for reconciling individuals’ understandings of civic engagement terms. 

Sometimes we successfully mined that potential, and sometimes we did not.  

 
  
From Workshop to Performance: The Public Forum  

 I now return to the Omaha City Council Chambers, where this chapter began and 

the Legislative Theatre collaboration culminated.  In relation to the public Forum I pose 

several arguments:  Though symbolic, the Omaha performance testifies to Forum 

Theatre’s potential as a way to generate lively, enjoyable knowledge-sharing about 

already-existing law, which can often feel too dry or impersonalized to wade through. 

The Omaha public gathering also temporarily remade the rituals usually carried out in 

City Council Chambers.  Through Legislative Theatre, many participants clarified, 

renewed, and debated policy-related beliefs and values, defining their own policy 

urgencies through play presentation, audience intervention, and discussion.  They also, 

for better and for worse, rejected a model of civic engagement that presumes citizens are 

passionate only about that which governs their own lives.  Many participants asserted 

their (albeit ethically complex) roles as allies even in political struggles in which they are 

far from protagonists.  Though the evening’s invited political guests did not represent any 

one legislative body, their presence (and their quiet listening, compared to other 

participants) symbolically performed a reverse image of the speechifying, talk-at-you 

model of engagement many people attribute to their elected representatives.  

 The session also featured potentially destructive elements.  It demonstrated how 

Legislative Theatre can alternately reveal or obfuscate citizens’ gaps in policy 
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knowledge.  The relatively buoyant, creative atmosphere of a public Forum Theatre 

session can also produce amnesia about the play-devising process, the illusion of 

consensus, and the possibility of largely attracting only like-minded people.  

 That evening in Omaha, we followed a standard Forum Theatre format.  Augusto 

Boal opened the session, explaining the history of his own Legislative Theatre work, 

contextualizing Theatre of the Oppressed in general, and reminding the audience that the 

session was only meant to symbolize an actual Legislative Theatre session.  An actual 

session, he implied, would directly engage a particular legislative body with the direct 

power to try to implement the laws proposed, rather than a random assemblage of special 

guests.  Furthermore, a complete Legislative Theatre process in line with Boal’s 

philosophies would not feature participants performing scenes relatively removed from 

their own life experiences (a bi-product of a workshop open to participants from such 

disparate locations).  

 Following Boal’s introduction, we performed all five scenes for the standing-

room only audience of conference participants and other Omaha citizens.  Julian Boal 

conducted a vote, asking the crowd to vote for the one that “you relate more with and that 

you’d like to enter as a spect-actor on the stage in order to try to change what happened.”  

Our scene on segregation and education garnered 24 votes, health care 38, workplace 

sexism nine, and torture 38.  The overwhelming remainder of the crowd—so many the 

Boals did not count—voted for the scene about immigration law and labor practices, the 

opening sequence of which I describe at the beginning of the chapter.  Before 

documenting the scene and analyzing the Forum interventions and discussion 
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surrounding it, I’ll summarize the event that inspired our theatrical and political inquiry:  

the 2008 Immigration and Customs Enforcement raid on a meatpacking plant in Postville, 

Iowa.  I explain the Postville raid’s urgency at the time of the workshop, its localized 

consequences, and its relationship to U.S. national immigration discourses.  

 

Postville: Policy Urgency and Cultural Signpost 

  On May 12, 2008, a week before Augusto and Julian Boal’s workshop began, ICE 

agents raided a kosher meatpacking plant in the northeastern Iowa town of Postville.  

Bursting in on the morning shift, officers arrested approximately 400 employees 

suspected of working without documentation of citizenship.  The raid terrified not just 

undocumented workers and their loved ones, but also the town of Postville at large, its 

economy tethered tightly to the plant’s success (Saulny 13).  Postville was the largest 

immigration raid in U.S. history—a point many ICE officials publicly emphasized in an 

effort to justify their division’s budget and workforce.  The arrests totaled 390, 

significantly less than the 697 arrest warrants ICE carried with them, but late-shift 

workers had not arrived by the time of the raid.  Of those arrested, 290 identified 

themselves (or were identified by authorities) as Guatemalans, 93 as Mexicans, four as 

Ukrainians, and three as Israelis (Camayd-Freixas 2).  

 Federal investigators arrested so many people at Postville that they had to set up a 

“processing” center in nearby Waterloo, Iowa, at the National Cattle Congress (a site that 

alarmingly, though perhaps not surprisingly, yet again cast immigrants—most of them 

people of color—as animals on a national stage).  Erik Camayd-Freixas, a Spanish-
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language interpreter summoned to Waterloo, would later describe the National Cattle 

Congress as “a 60-acre cattle fairground that had been transformed into a sort of 

concentration camp or detention center” (1).  On May 19, the day our Legislative Theatre 

workshop began in Omaha, a protest formed four hours away in Waterloo.  Hundreds of 

people—immigration rights advocates, clergy, and friends and family of those arrested at 

Postville—gathered to protest current U.S. immigration policy (Duara).  

 Authorities released some of the mothers among the Postville detainees to tend to 

their legal-citizen children; they also released some child employees for immediate 

deportation.  306 individuals remained for prosecution (Kauffman and Duara).  The 

charges filed following the Postville arrests aggressively criminalized undocumented 

workers (Saulny 13).  They were not only charged with living and working in the United 

States without legal citizenship; they were also charged with “aggravated identity theft” 

and “Social Security fraud” (Camayd-Freixas 2).  As Camayd-Freixas establishes, most 

of the arrested individuals were not guilty of either of those crimes, but all of them still 

pleaded guilty and waived their right to a trial nonetheless.  In essence, ICE railroaded 

Postville’s undocumented workers.  The plea was the workers’ best-case scenario on a 

“fast-track” prosecution process to be used increasingly by the Department of Homeland 

Security (Camayd-Freixas).  Those arrested at Postville endured a grim march through a 

justice system offering them meager representation (seventeen people to a public 

defender, with clients averaging thirty minutes total consultation with their lawyer).  

Their “deal” would send them to prison for five months, then on to deportation.  

Nevertheless, almost three hundred individuals took the plea; had they not, they would 
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have waited without bail until trial, faced at least two years in prison, and then they still 

would have been deported (“The Shame of Postville”).   

 Caymaid-Freixas characterized the forced movement of Guatemalan immigrants 

into their early court hearings as, quite simply, “the saddest procession I have ever 

witnessed” (2): 

Driven single-file in groups of 10, shackled at the wrists, waist and  

ankles, chains dragging as they shuffled through, the slaughterhouse 

workers were  brought in for arraignment, sat and listened through headsets 

to the interpreted initial appearance, before marching out again to be bused 

to different county jails, only to make room for the next row of 10 (2).  

By May 23, the day after our public performance in Omaha City Council Chambers, the 

hearings for detainees from Postville had already concluded, and all were bound for jail.  

 Though many U.S. Americans have ethical objections to ICE raids in any 

circumstance, the Postville raid became a flashpoint for anger about disproportionate 

consequences for breaking the law, consequences that rate immigration violations as far 

more serious than labor violations.  The very plant that ICE had invaded, a site of the 

massive Agriprocessors Company, had been fined for lack of workplace safety before.  In 

addition, the presence of child labor at the plant was local common knowledge.  Still, 

prior to the Postville raid, Agriprocessors had usually successfully negotiated with Iowa 

labor authorities to reduce their financial penalties for these infractions significantly 

(Kauffman and Duara).  In other words, when Agriprocessors violated the law, 

negotiation was possible; when immigrants with no resources violated the law, 
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negotiation (or even a plea of anything other than guilty) was not possible.  The New 

York Times called the Postville raid and the injustice that trailed it a “national disgrace” 

that “abandoned mercy and proportionality,” punishing the already-oppressed labor force 

that had themselves been victims of the plant’s harsh working conditions (“The 

Jungle”).11 

 

Scene on Immigration and Labor:  
Defining Urgencies in One-On-One Labor Organizing 
 
 Returning to the description that opens this chapter, our workshop’s Postville-

esque scene began with a short sequence of workers obscured by makeshift uniforms 

fashioned from plastic bags.  They execute grueling work under hawkish supervision by a 

white male middle manager.  A terrified (and terrifying) stage whisper call of “ICE!” 

molds the workers into a frozen, fearful tableau.  ICE agents enter with guns trained, 

manhandling the undocumented workers and forcing them offstage.  

 With the palpable absence of the undocumented workers, the scene then shifts to 

the downstage left corner and two white women characters, at least middle class, if not 

more affluent.  They sit at a table so far downstage it rests almost in the legislative 

guests’ laps.  The two women read their newspapers over coffee and tea, all the while 

chatting about their children’s ballet lessons, piano talents, and other bourgeois 

investments.  They discuss an article about an ICE raid at the meatpacking plant last 

week. To them, it’s great news.  They trot out clichéd but relatively common negative 

                                                        
11 By the time of the one-year anniversary of the Postville raid, the company had declared bankruptcy, and 
some company executives faced charges related to child labor and to facilitating the process through which 
many employees falsified citizenship information (Leys 7). 
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responses to immigration:  “I can’t believe that my taxes are paying for those illegals,” 

one huffs.  “I’m going to email my congressman this afternoon and encourage more 

actions like this,” says another, as they gather their newspapers and exit the stage.  

 Focus moves back to the meatpacking work line.  We see the same actors from 

before.  We might be witnessing a flashback to before the raid, or it might be an entirely 

new group of workers.  The ambiguity generates a productive awareness of how many 

undocumented workers often have little choice but to stand ready in the figurative wings 

after others lose their jobs.  Many undocumented persons have endured extreme 

circumstances only to arrive in an environment where they have to assume risks often 

undertaken unsuccessfully by others.  

 Back on the line, the supervisor pushes the workers, most of them women, toward 

even faster work.  He dismissively addresses all of them as Maria, though apparently only 

one of the workers is actually named Maria.  He berates one of them, Elena, for missing 

work the day before.  Panicked, Elena explains she had to care for a sick child.  The 

manager, almost equally panicked in a race to meet his shift’s required efficiency, 

remains unmoved by Elena’s explanation.  He adds that, because of her absence, her shift 

group did not meet yesterday’s quota.  “I need people who show up for work. If you can’t 

have a job and a baby, don’t have a goddamn baby!”12  Ultimately, he fires her and 

bellows “Next!” 

                                                        
12 For more on anxiety about the construction of the “uncontained” Latina body and its reproductive 
capabilities in relation to nativism in the U.S., see Deborah Paredez,Selenidad: Selena, Latinos, and the 
Performance of Memory (Durham, Duke University Press, 2009), especially 14-17.  



 

 
 
 
 

172 

 A new worker, Eduardo, joins the line in her place.13  He sees everyone wearing 

gloves and hats and asks the manager for his own.  The plant, he learns, requires each 

worker to buy her own sanitary apparel.  He barely has time to register this requirement 

before being ordered to get to work and fast.  “Follow this Maria!” the supervisor barks.  

 Eduardo slides in line, commenting to a woman actually named Maria that it’s 

wrong that the plant does not provide required caps and smocks.  Maria and the other 

workers quietly rebuff his complaints, afraid to draw attention to themselves.  “Don’t 

slow down! Don’t slack off!” Maria hisses while still maintaining her breakneck work 

pace.  “You’re on your own!  They don’t give us no equipment here!  You just gotta 

work.  That’s the name of the game!”  Eduardo then directs his complaint to another 

woman on the line.  She completely ignores him, focusing furiously on her assigned 

tasks.  He turns to Maria and asks: “Does she speak English?”  Before Maria can answer, 

the other woman humorously debunks Eduardo’s presumption, deadpanning a hushed but 

pointed “Shut up” in his direction. 

 The supervisor realizes a conversation has bubbled up on the line and scolds the 

veteran workers for bothering the new employee.  When Maria tries to explain, the 

supervisor threatens all the workers with a reminder that they are easily replaceable.  

“Just shut up and work. I can get more where you came from.” 

 “Andale chico!” Maria orders Eduardo. “Don’t slow down!” 

 “Does he talk to you like that every day?” Eduardo asks.  

                                                        
13 In the scene, no one but Maria had a name.  I am assigning the other workers names in my own writing 
for the purposes of increased concision and clarity. 
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 “All the time.  We don’t have the choice. No tenemos papeles!  We’re not 

documented, okay?  Whenever the United States sneezes, Mexico gets pneumonia!  We 

gotta work hard and maybe someday we can get out of this mess.”  When Eduardo retorts 

that none of that justifies the supervisor’s abuse, the woman counters by marking the 

difference in legal status between him and the women surrounding him.  “You got 

papeles!” she whispers.  “We don’t!”  The new worker has legal citizenship status.  He 

explains that his parents and grandparents once lived in the U.S. undocumented, and that, 

as a result, he used to be “just like” his coworkers, living in fear of his family being 

discovered. 

  Maria raises her voice above a whisper to implore Eduardo to get back to work 

once and for all, just as the supervisor pulls her aside to say he’s disappointed in her lack 

of focus.  Usually, he says, she is the most productive part of the line.  

 “Lo siento,” Maria apologizes repeatedly.  Her supervisor blows up. 

 “Stop talkin’ that fuckin’ language!”   

 Realizing Maria is taking the heat for a conversation he started, Eduardo twice 

tries to intervene with the supervisor on her behalf.  The first time, the supervisor 

responds by ordering Maria to go home for the day as punishment.  She protests, but he 

insists.  Upon Eduardo’s second intervention, essentially asking what the supervisor’s 

“problem” is, the supervisor berates him, too.  “My problem is you!” he yells.  “You’re 

not working, we’ve got production to put out, there’s been some ICE raids up the road. 

We gotta make up the quota.” 
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 Eduardo can no longer contain his disgust.  “You know what?  You don’t need to 

talk to anyone like that.  No matter who they are.  No matter who you are.  Would you 

talk to your mother like that?  Would you let someone talk to your mother like that?” 

 “My mother would talk to me in English, and she’d understand me, and I’d 

understand her.  And you’re lucky you speak English!” The supervisor explodes. “You’re 

outta here! We don’t need you! Get out of here! Next!”  Eduardo walks off stage right. 

Two other actors enter from stage left, seamlessly stepping exactly into Eduardo’s and 

Maria’s places in the line, taking up their assigned tasks.  The stage otherwise silent, the 

sound of the plastic bag costumes—already creaking, crackling, and swishing throughout 

the scene—takes on depressingly monotonous proportions when it transforms into the 

scene’s final soundscape.  The scene concludes with the idea that Eduardo, Maria, and 

anyone else who falls even slightly “out of line” are infinitely, heartbreakingly 

replaceable (McElvany Raw Footage).  

 I attribute the scene’s appeal and use value that night in the Omaha City Council 

Chambers to several factors beyond its “ripped from the headlines” quality.  Informal 

conversation with participants revealed that a significant number of people in the 

workshop and the audience had worked closely with or knew undocumented workers 

facing similar struggles.14  Many of the actors who devised the scene had generated parts 

of it from their own experiences in similarly dangerous or dehumanizing sites of 

physically demanding labor.  Some had sustained on-the-job injuries, endured regular 
                                                        
14 As participant John Sullivan acknowledged, however, “The ideal audience for the Forum scene chosen in 
Omaha would be actual workers in the meat-packing industry, labor organizers (a good mix of seasoned 
and trainees), immigrants rights activists & legal support, human rights advocates (Amnesty International 
et. al.), and of course, people who eat meat and have forgotten what’s on the end of their forks, and how it 
got there” (Email).  
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verbal abuse, or had been fired for making standard occupational health and safety related 

requests (Sullivan Email).  In addition, the scene featured a relatively complex primary 

protagonist, an attention-grabbing (if potentially too simplistic) antagonist, and simple 

but riveting design aesthetics.  

 Arguably Maria, Eduardo, and (briefly) Elena are all protagonists, all trying to 

accomplish goals while hindered by oppressors.  As Julian Boal shifted into the Forum, 

he asked the audience to identify the protagonist.  “The protagonist in the scene is the one 

that tries to change things,” Julian explained, reinforcing his father’s long-held belief that 

a protagonist must be someone who has not already lost (or been stripped of) their will to 

challenge oppressors.  The vast majority of participants picked Eduardo.  Unintentionally 

or not, the scene figured the male worker as the primary protagonist, the one with more 

options for struggle.  While it could be argued that choice was sexist, the scene largely 

avoided a stereotypical representation of men saving weak women, partly because 

Eduardo remains relatively ineffectual when it comes to challenging their supervisor.  

Plus, spect-actors across a variety of sex and gender identities replaced Eduardo, 

essentially collectively creating the character as the Forum evolved.   

 The scene represented Eduardo as simultaneously oppressed, potentially ally, and 

oppressor.  He and all the meatpacking workers face oppressive conditions.  He wants to 

advocate for better treatment, and to do so with Maria and his coworkers, but he doesn’t 

necessarily pay attention to how or if she might want to engage the labor issues that 

interest him.  If anything, he ignores her pleas for him to stop talking and drawing 

attention to himself.  He possesses at least a bit more social and legal mobility than 
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undocumented workers because he has valid “papeles.”  Those papers carve out a fuller 

range of possibilities for intervention than would be the case if the scene positioned 

Maria as the primary protagonist.  Eduardo’s tactics in the original scene threaten Maria’s 

survival more intensely than they threaten his own.  When Eduardo drags Maria into 

visible, audible conversation on the line, he risks not only unemployment for him but also 

unemployment for her.  While both characters face the prospect of job loss, only one of 

them, Maria, faces potential incarceration and deportation.   

 Legislative Theatre, as opposed to Forum Theatre without law-related discussion, 

is a particularly apt context to feature a primary protagonist like Eduardo and secondary 

protagonists like Maria and Elena.  Neither Eduardo nor Maria should be held solely 

responsible for changing their circumstances, though all too often oppressed persons 

unfortunately end up bearing the burden of systemic transformation.  Effective, ethical 

Forum Theatre will preserve and explore these characters’ agency within their oppressive 

situation while never leaving the solutions up to them alone.  That’s why these two 

characters made especially galvanizing Legislative Theatre.  Replacing them led to 

conversation about multiple policy urgencies, some of which the oppressed persons might 

be able to develop strategies to combat (but none of which they should be expected to 

bare the burden of), and some that will require legislative or policy change.  

 For some participants, however, the temperament of the primary antagonist (the 

supervisor) partially clouded the process of getting to the heart of systemic problems.  

The supervisor’s visceral anger electrified the scene, and he exhibited more nuance than 

the antagonist in my group’s segregation and education scene.  He was not a gleeful 
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villain, enjoying his oppressive behavior.  He did, however, exhibit naked racism and 

cruelty.  Yet another antagonist had been represented as the “mean white guy” (Gibney, 

Howe, and Kuftinec).  Though surely some (perhaps even many) individual supervisors 

will display such meanness and overt prejudice, the supervisor could just as easily have 

been played as an oppressor who was relatively pleasant, not overtly racist, and just 

trying really hard to keep his own job.  While supervisors possess more power than those 

they supervise, middle managers also enact their roles as defined within larger oppressive 

systems.  That is not to excuse the oppressions in which the supervisors participate, but 

analysis of larger oppressive systems constitutes a policy urgency far more pressing than 

analysis of an individual’s temperament.   

 When the antagonist behaves especially harshly, that invites audiences to see 

themselves as unlike him or her.  In other words, it can invite participants to view 

themselves as less capable of the oppression enacted by the antagonist.  Additionally, 

while the scene contained other antagonists (the two bourgeois white women reading 

their newspapers), because they appeared only briefly at the beginning, participants had 

little opportunity to intervene and explore the dynamics of how many citizens outside the 

meatpacking plant were implicated in the oppressions the scene targeted.  For example, 

capitalism implicates all consumers to some extent.  Legal citizens who oppose 

immigration or who do nothing to support safe, legal immigration or improved labor law 

are also partly culpable for the oppressions in the scene.  Surely they live more removed 

relationships to those oppressions, but they can never be completely separated from the 

relationships that sustain them.  An antagonist with extreme temperament, particularly 
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one played as energetically as the one in the immigration/labor scene, can inadvertently 

downplay some of the social dimensions of a policy urgency.  

 One element of a policy urgency that did emerge clearly from the scene was the 

systematic dehumanization of workers.  The narrative represented them as replaceable, a 

plot point only underscored by the group’s simple aesthetic choices.  Often Forum 

Theatre is performed by groups who cannot afford costumes or in spaces to which it 

would be difficult to transport them.  The latter was true of the space in Omaha City 

Council Chambers that night, but the actors creatively overcame the limitations on what 

they could bring to the space.  The selection of flimsy plastic caps and garbage bags as 

costumes constituted the play’s only real design choice, but it made an impact on actors 

and audience members, several of whom talked about it over the rest of the conference .15  

John Sullivan, who played the supervisor, commented that the “visceral production 

values mobilized the audience . . . from the very onset” (Email).  Kuftinec said the 

homogenization of the laborers through costume was “so simple and powerful” (Gibney, 

Howe, Kuftinec).  The use of the plastic caps also ended up being a quick and handy way 

to pull the spect-actor into the world of the play.  Any spect-actor who wanted to 

intervene had to don the very same cap previously warn by whomever they replaced. 

                                                        
15 In his final book, The Aesthetics of the Oppressed (2006), Augusto Boal argues for Theatre of the 
Oppressed participants continuing to develop their aesthetic capacities through the use of found objects or, 
said another way, “clean rubbish from their communities or places of work” (46, emphasis his).   He also 
explores the expressive potential of using found objects counter to their initial functions, just as the actors 
did with the shower caps and plastic bags in the immigration and labor scene.  “Never,” Boal writes, 
“should an object be used on stage, whatever it may be, in exactly the way it is found within the home or in 
the shop window” (123).  Boal included exercises that incorporated found objects in our workshop, with 
the hope that such unexpected uses of objects would carry over into our scenes.  
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 The majority of the Forum explored strategies and tactics for workplace 

organizing, while the ensuing legislative session focused on necessary systemic change. 

Six spect-actors intervened.  Some of them became Elena, resisting the scene’s 

construction of Eduardo as the primary protagonist.  One of those spect-actor Elenas, a 

woman, promised to produce twice as fast to make up for her absence the day before. 

Most audience members did not feel her intervention was successful.  They argued it 

would only make her life worse by binding her to an impossible promise.  Another spect-

actor Elena tried, to no avail, to garner support from the women on either side of her:  

“He [the supervisor] could do the same thing to you, though.  I know you have a child at 

home.”  The actors playing the other workers stonewalled.  “Keep going & you’re gonna 

get us all in trouble,” Maria warned.  Though their supervisor stood to the other side of 

the stage and was not always watching, a panoptic awareness permeated all the workers’ 

interactions.16  The spect-actor then told the supervisor that she knows her rights and that 

she will not tolerate his treatment.  She persisted, and he kept trying to throw her out. 

Finally, the same men who played the ICE agents burst in with their “hand” guns, this 

time playing meatpacking plant security—an instance of improvised double-casting that 

cleverly linked the plant and the U.S. government as collaborating oppressors (McElvany 

Raw Footage). 

 The interventions that segued into concrete organizing gained the most traction 

with the audience.  Two spect-actors tried to organize quietly right there on the line.  One 

                                                        
16 In Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, philosopher, sociologist, and historian Michel 
Foucault argues that power works most effectively when it is sufficiently “visible and unverifiable” to 
induce “panoptic paranoia” (201). 
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female spect-actor stepped in as Eduardo, proclaiming, “Hey Maria, I think I’m gonna get 

fired today.”  Maria deadpanned dryly back, “Yah, yo creo qui si. [Yes, I believe that’s 

right].”  Maria’s amusement at the spect-actor Eduardo’s obviousness showed; her quick 

wit signaled impatience with any possible condescension on the spect-actor’s part. 

Maria’s skepticism established, the spect-actor launched in to her idea.  She proposed that 

she connect Maria and the other workers on the line with the spect-actor’s brother, a 

union meatpacker in nearby Council Bluffs.  The spect-actor offered to host a gathering 

at her house, where ideally they could tap the Council Bluffs workers for information 

about how to unionize.  Some audience members expressed concern that having any 

conversation inside the factory posed too much risk.  Another spect-actor, responding to 

that audience sentiment, shifted his intervention to an off-time break space outside the 

factory, offering the workers (imaginary) pamphlets and information about organizing. 

“Undocumented people have rights,” he told Maria, “and there’s protection if you’ve 

been abused.”  When she asked if he spoke Spanish, he responded in Spanish with 

instructions about how to join an after-hours union meeting (McElvany Raw Footage).   

 A majority of participants thought the latter strategy the most successful 

intervention:  to inform about organizing options off-site.  One audience member 

estimated its value:  “Just because illegal migrant workers can unionize does not mean 

they know that they can unionize.”  As other participants pointed out, however, even 

knowledge about how to organize does not necessarily offer any magical solutions.  

Would the intervening co-worker provide the bus ticket likely necessary for Maria to get 

to the meeting?  Would he or she provide child care if needed?  If only the difficulty of 
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circulating information about organizing were the only obstacle.  In such moments, some 

voices in the room raised seemingly banal but very real impediments to unionized 

assembly that others had not considered.  In the process, those voices denaturalized some 

of the as-yet-unspoken privilege in the room.  After all, if you don’t have to worry about 

affording a bus ticket on a regular basis or if you have complete control of where you 

drive and when, of course you might forget to anticipate public transportation as a factor.  

The Forum Theatre performance and discussion staged both knowledge and ignorance 

about the particularity of the urgencies faced by undocumented workers.  Through 

several Forum transactions, the process denaturalized some of the lacunae in participants’ 

knowledge bases. 

 In these discussions, the Omaha participants, like those in Practicing Democracy, 

collaborated in a process of co-education.  For example, all the union-related 

interventions raised major questions that led to knowledge-building among audience and 

actors.  “Can people who are here illegally unionize?” one person shouted.  Though some 

participants knew that significant precedent exists for undocumented workers joining 

unions, others did not. Some pointed out that undocumented workers are often skeptical 

of anything that potentially increases their visibility (Jimenez 4).  Despite risking arrest, 

some undocumented workers still join unions in the U.S.  They often do so in precarious 

positions, facing the consequences that a union could raise their profile or stir up 

commotion at work.  Reprisal for union actions is at least theoretically prohibited, 

whether employees are documented or undocumented.  Retaliation against undocumented 
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union presence can lead to legal trouble that many companies might prefer to avoid 

(Jimenez 3).   

 Though undocumented workers can sometimes organize without consequence, 

one Omaha activist explained that, at least from her own localized experience, plenty of 

other structures exist to intimidate workers out of taking action to improve labor 

conditions.  

Unfortunately, here in Omaha there have been many attempts [to improve 

conditions], but the way the law is now, the workers, if they vote [to 

negotiate], they still have to wait to get a chance to have a number of 

cards. They have to have fifty percent of people sign the cards, but then 

they have to wait a period of time for the vote, and that gives the 

meatpacking owners the time to fire many people and intimidate 

(McElvany Raw Footage).  

The activist closed by inviting anyone to see her at the end of the evening for more 

information about the situation she described and its relevance to Omaha and other U.S 

cities.  Indeed, after the session, in City Council hallways, bars, and on the streets of 

Omaha, some attendees would continue the night’s thread of building knowledge 

together. 

 

The Legislative Session:  
Producing Activist Affect, Shared Commitment, and a Little Process Amnesia 

 The Forum largely addressed strategies for individuals working within existing 

law.  In the final phase of the evening, we moved to the symbolic legislative session to 
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address larger systemic problems, to imagine what could happen if the boundaries of 

existing law changed.  Augusto Boal presided over the session.  Actors passed out pencils 

and blank paper to everyone in the room, and Boal invited each person to “write down a 

law that you’d like to get promulgated.”  He elaborated, “What are, in your opinion, the 

laws that have to be abolished, the laws that have to be modified, or the laws that have to 

be implemented?”  Then, after we collected all the laws, a PTO-assigned assistant read at 

least a few of the laws out loud one by one. After the reading of each proposed law, Boal 

invited people to raise their hands if they wanted to speak in favor of the law or against it. 

For each law, one person spoke on either side.  Following the position speeches, we took 

a vote.  A majority vote constituted law passage.  We followed the same process for all 

ten laws read out loud.  During this process, all the political guests sat in the seats usually 

occupied by the Omaha City counselors.  They flanked Boal, who sat in the center.  He 

appeared extremely impressed by what he called the “avalanche” of papers to come to the 

front desk.  Boal, lawyer Susan Koenig, and some of the other guests briefly combed 

through the laws, selecting some of the most legibly written and on-topic suggestions to 

examine that evening (McElvany B18).  

 The response to some of the laws underscored the relative homogeneity in the 

City Council chamber that night—a fact that several participants would return to later in 

our interrogations of the evening’s value.  Despite the assembly’s considerable diversity 

in terms of age, race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and geographic location, a vast 

majority of the room would clearly have identified as Democrat, left, far left, Marxist, 

socialist, or radical, etc.  Consequently, quite a few laws that would have rarely, if ever, 
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been passed in the U.S. passed in Omaha that night by overwhelming majority.  The 

Legislative Session constituted a site for many individuals to reaffirm shared political 

commitments.  Some laws garnered no opposition and passed by approbation displayed 

so obviously by cheers, shouts, and raised hands that the Boals again had no need for 

counting.  Some examples of those easily approved proposals included the following: a 

reduction of the amount of days unions have to wait before management must hear their 

complaints; “mandatory posting of labor law in multiple languages in the workplace”; a 

requirement that “notices of union rights to organize shall include notice of safety rights 

and sick leave”; a law that “employers who do not provide child care must allow up to 

five days per year parent or guardian sick leave and allow all workers access to family 

and medical leave”; a law that all immigration-related “detention centers are required to 

form community oversight boards;” a law that all workers, documented or 

undocumented, “can lodge complaints against supervisors for mistreatment and cannot be 

fired or fined until the case is mediated;” and a complete abolition of workplace raids 

(McElvany B18).  

 A few of the other laws actually drew debate about how or the extent to which 

they should be implemented.  For one of the proposals, which would have levied 

increased penalties on companies exploiting undocumented workers, individuals spoke 

for and against.  The disagreement did not hinge on whether companies exploiting 

workers was wrong; no one debated that ethical dimension.  The woman who spoke 

against the law said that, rather than focusing on companies, she would prefer money, 

personnel, and other resources poured into laws that “teach and protect workers.”  
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Speeches in favor or against other laws—along with proposed amendments—similarly 

negotiated values and priorities.    

 Pragmatically speaking, at least a few of the evening’s passed laws would likely 

never gain traction in most U.S. states, or at the federal level.  Several of them would 

require seismic shifts in this nation’s political composition.  In that sense, part of the 

evening’s pleasures arose from audacious dreaming and passionate proclamation.  After 

the proposal of the law about family sick leave, one person yelled out “Five days is too 

few!  It should be fifteen!”  Others shouted their affirmation.  Not surprisingly, the 

proposal to abolish workplace raids elicited no less than a roar of cheers and applause.  

One participant, who wanted to speak in favor of a law, departed from the format’s 

intention entirely, using his time to assert kinship and alliance between his own Native 

American community and U.S. migrant workers, documented and undocumented 

(McElvany B18).  

 Arguably, the evening’s most aesthetically and affectively arresting performance 

was a speech in favor of a law requiring increased mediation of employee/employer 

communication.  Several participants told me after the fact how vividly they recalled this 

short recitation by Jessica Espinoza, a college student from Texas:  

It’s understood in a nation that clearly prizes its workers that all workers 

are equal and human, and that all workers have rights to rise up against 

people who oppress them in a peaceful and diplomatic manner.  Therefore, 

the status of their quote-unquote legality as residents should have 
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absolutely nothing to do with their human right to demand equal treatment 

as workers and as salt of the American earth (McElvany Rough Footage). 

This participant, like others, also diverged from the specific law in question, but few 

people seemed to care.  As Espinoza spoke, a hot, crowded, prone-to-stirring room fell 

silent.  When she finished, an intense wave of cheers followed.  Part of the raucous 

response arose from Espinoza’s unscripted eloquence and the ritualistic, poetic grandeur 

of her recitation.  Her speech took on a subtle music only supported by her voluminous 

performer’s vocal projection.  Kuftinec read the speech as an instance of particular 

engagement by one of the legislative guests.  “I saw one of the legislators . . . listening 

with her whole body and nodding, and that moment was critical for me, because of what 

it seemed like the legislator was marking:  the power of people to be able to articulate a 

vision and ideas, and what Jessica said was so powerful, too” (Gibney, Howe, and 

Kuftinec).  Myriad factors likely animated Espinoza’s speech to take on its utopian 

performative dimensions, its goosebump-inducing evocation of the “possible, rather than 

the insurmountable obstacles to human potential” (Dolan Utopia 2).  The emotional 

response to the speech carried the potential for the all-too-satisfying catharsis Brecht says 

diffuses impulses toward critique and change.17  All the same, across the workshop (and 

the conference) many participants—myself included—felt exhausted and depressed by 

the anti-immigration rhetoric we encountered in our daily lives.  To those souls, 

                                                        
17 Though I believe a large percentage of participants would have been captivated by Espinoza’s speech 
primarily for the reasons I mention above, it feels important to note that for some witnesses, condescending 
assumptions about differentiated physical ability might also have influenced their response.  Espinoza is 
blind, and as someone who grew up with many visually-impaired and blind close relatives, I’m all too 
aware of the extra preciousness and/or sagacity that are sometimes illogically attached to visually-impaired 
persons.   
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Espinoza’s speech—and several other performances that night—offered a little 

sustenance, a little activist fuel for the road.  

 Several participants mentioned that they were most energized by the deluge of 

papers that flowed up to the front of the room after the law-writing session.  Gibney, 

despite her own mixed feelings about the workshop, was moved:  

It was like a flood and they kept on coming. I mean . . . it was amazing.  I 

just felt like, once the interventions actually started, the room actually 

became this, like, organism, like there was just this crackling energy 

throughout that, you know? . . . [T]here are these moments where you 

could hear a pin drop . . . I said this at the time, and I felt cheesy saying it: 

There were these moments in that experience that almost felt like holy to 

me” (Gibney, Howe, and Kuftinec).   

 As much of the preceding description suggests, the atmosphere at the symbolic 

session was buoyant and celebratory.  Several interviewees said, in one way or another, 

that the evening did have a “preaching-to-the-choir” vibe (Chung Interview).  An hour 

after the performance, participant Brooke Kiener shared with me her reflections about the 

political composition of the room. 

There was no one in the room who had the contradictory point of view, or, 

if there was, they sure as hell weren’t gonna speak out because we’re a 

bunch of ragin’ liberals . . . and had made our points in those Forum 

sketches, or at least made our position, point of view very obvious, you 

know?  So I wouldn’t have spoken out if I was like a corporate CEO or 
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something . . . So I think the actual legislative part was a little, I guess I 

think it was a little disappointing in that way. 

Kiener characterizes the room as “liberal.”  From my perspective, I am not sure that 

description accounts for the heterogeneity of the group.  Some people present would have 

rejected identification with “liberal” values, associating them with the hegemonic “third 

way” politics that concern Mouffe in The Democratic Paradox.  I think myriad political 

labels would have been claimed across the group that night.  

 Kiener, however, poses an important point that the audience seemed, by and large, 

to share relatively similar political positions on the subject at hand: they supported the 

recognition and protection of rights for undocumented workers.  As Kiener implies, for 

the most part, the Legislative Theatre Forum in Omaha did not necessarily cultivate a 

space for multiple, opposing political perspectives to collide.  Instead, it forged an 

opportunity for participants to share language, knowledge, and maybe a little energy for 

the agonistic discursive spaces in which they spend much of the rest of their daily lives.   

 Participant John Chung mused that a sense of “solidarity and consensual 

validation” can go a long way toward preventing activist burn-out or discouragement 

(Interview).  Performance scholars David Román and Jill Dolan and performance artists 

Tim Miller and Holly Hughes have deconstructed the popular charge that “preaching to 

the converted” necessarily promotes solipsism and lacks political efficacy (Miller and 

Román 176, Dolan Utopia 47-48).  Typically, when a performance is charged with 

preaching to the converted (sometimes also called—as Chung says it—“preaching to the 

choir”), the speaker presumes that the show has a political point of view to which the 
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audience is already sympathetic, already “converted.”  The accusation of “preaching to 

the converted” usually asks:  Then why perform the play for that audience?  Shouldn’t 

you instead perform for others who do not already agree with you?  Isn’t that where the 

work is to be done?  Summarizing Hughes on political conversion, Dolan writes, 

“‘Conversion’ is always unstable.”  Dolan adds that “people are never, finally, converted 

to anything; there’s always ambiguity, ambivalence, and doubt.  Performance, Hughes 

insisted, is a renewal of faith, and progressive politics are always faith-based” (Utopia 

48).   

 Miller and Román explain that “preaching to the converted” has been a criticism 

levied often at lesbian, gay, and queer theatre.  They add that “[t]he idea of ‘the 

converted’ assumes an inert mass of people which absorbs a performance uncritically and 

passively, without explicit interaction, and with immediate approval of the representation 

imbedded in the performance” (Miller and Román 177).  Even communities who already 

mostly agree need spaces to help each other sustain their political and artistic 

commitments; those commitments are always unstable.  The Omaha Forum presumed 

that most of the audience would agree that the current living, working, and legal 

conditions of undocumented workers in the U.S. are unacceptable.  That presumption in 

itself was an item of faith, since many people do not share that opinion and instead frame 

undocumented persons as “illegal” and themselves a policy problem.  

 The evening also provided a venue for elected officials and other politically 

invested guests to encounter—even if only temporarily—something of the structures of 

feeling of a room filled almost exclusively with people who assume that rights and 
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humane treatment for immigrants (documented and undocumented) are policy urgencies. 

Furthermore, the structure of the evening assumed that political guests should engage 

primarily as listeners, not as talkers eager to display their own knowledge or test 

soundbites.  

 Despite the productive aspects of the public performance, however, it also 

generated in some participants an unsettling form of amnesia about the difficulties of the 

workshop.  During our interview, Kiener narrated her discomfort with how emotionally 

charged endings often act as narcotics, dulling or obscuring the pain and barriers to 

access that individuals experienced during the process.  She wanted to mark that the final 

Legislative Theatre performance did just that for some participants, glossing over what 

she referred to as the “dark moments of the soul” encountered while devising 

collaboratively.  She relayed two conversations with another workshop participant.  The 

first took place a day or two into the workshop, the second after the culminating 

Legislative Theatre session.  

I said, “How are you doing?”  And she was like, “I am so ready to get out 

of here.”  And I said, “What do you mean?”  She’s like, “I can’t believe I 

am here for two more days.  I mean, maybe those days will change how I 

feel about PTO, but I wanna go home and burn all my books right now. 

I’m like totally over this.”  These were her words:  “It’s been so hurtful 

and harmful this week that I don’t believe in this anymore at all,” and I 

was like, “Wow, you know, those are really, really strong reactions that 

you’re having.”  I wish I would have probed for a little more information, 
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but it was a little bit awkward, you know, [and the woman] walked away, 

and I was like, “Crap, I hope I haven’t been part of that, I hope I haven’t 

been in some way a cause of that.”  But then I ran into her here [outside 

the hotel bar], and I was like, “How are you doing?  Are you still really 

not feeling this?” And she was like, “Oh, I don’t know, it was so great 

tonight, it was such a great thing” (Kiener Interview). 

If this story is any indication, for some participants, the affecting public ritual of 

knowledge exchange partially redeemed the frustrations of the week.  Endings can 

eclipse beginnings and middles, inviting process amnesia.  Details of the workshop—in 

all its complexity—fade into the distance.  For that reason I have tried to capture not only 

the public performance, but also the fraught process of building scenes together.  Kiener 

hints at the threat satisfaction poses to activism.  Had some participants felt so much 

pleasure at the public performance that they were sated?18  The overall conditions of 

undocumented workers in the U.S. were no better when we left the Omaha City Council 

Chambers than when we came.  Had we forgotten the “rehearsal” nature of the evening 

and the future action that implied?  Also, while many in the room had close relationships 

and alliances with undocumented workers, that population was grossly under-represented 

in the room (though likely not entirely absent, as undocumented workers have attended 

previous PTO conferences).  In the elation over articulating shared political values, some 

of the important nuances of the night receded from view.  
                                                        
18 Of course, despite the giddy energy in the room, not everyone felt engaged by the Forum performance 
that evening.  For example, audience member Ben Saypol told me:  “I have a real beef with Boal's Forum 
Theatre at the moment—because the scenes themselves are just plain terrible and inaccessible to me. They 
seem so weird and abstract and not rooted in reality. I want to see a complex but realistic scene that 
represents reality as best it can. Then I might be able to connect with it and find a way in (Email). 
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Concluding in the Subjunctive  

 In the early hours of the morning after the Omaha Legislative session, Kiener, 

videographer Scot McElvany, participant Andrew Pleasant, and I clustered around a tiny 

table in an about-to-close restaurant a few blocks from Omaha City Hall.  We reflected 

on the evening and its utopian highs, simultaneously eager and reticent to stake claims 

about what it did (or did not) accomplish.  More observer than participant, McElvany 

noticed details that I did not.  His eye was particularly captivated by a graying white man, 

probably in his mid-to-late fifties, sitting behind the small City Council Chamber tech 

console.19  

The gentleman sitting behind Boal, and he was basically a functionary of 

the space, he was the master of keys . . . This guy was the greatest 

outsider.  He was [at the beginning of the evening] the most disconnected 

from what was going on.  He was in charge of, I think, just protecting 

space, opening and closing doors, he turned on lights . . . This guy was 

engaged, this guy was watching, emotion was beginning to trickle onto his 

face. . . . [H]e’s the outsider in the room, and he could be drawn into this 

space . . . A space this guy knows so intimately . . . and all of a sudden, 

through this experience that’s happening, it transforms itself and reveals 

itself in a totally different way.  I mean, how often have you been walking 

down the street, and something happens on your street, and it totally shifts 

your [sense of] “I didn’t know my street could be that”?  It reveals 

                                                        
19 Aware of my research project, McElvany, Pleasant, and Kiener all gave me the okay to turn on my digital 
recorder during this conversation. 
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something invisible, hidden within the potential of the space . . . To have 

the space reinvented, spontaneously, out of nowhere . . . That, for me, is 

the transformative process [in] this work.  That’s what’s exciting about 

this work (Interview).  

The Omaha employee supervising the space may or may not have processed the evening 

in the way McElvany speculates.  Any number of thoughts might have transported this 

individual from stony-faced to (apparently) engaged.  A year later, however, on a fifth or 

sixth viewing of some of McElvany’s rough footage, I recalled our conversation when I 

noticed the body language that fueled McElvany’s musings. 

 For much of the event, the municipal employee sat to the side of the room, almost 

expressionless, sometimes even staring off into space, away from the main action, 

seemingly ready to punch out at the time clock as soon as he was done guarding the room 

we had invaded.  At other moments, he focused intently on the “stage,” a laugh or a small 

smile on his lips as the Forum Theatre characters lampooned politicians, challenged one 

another’s solutions, etc.  While I hesitate to make any further claims about this observer’s 

experience, McElvany’s interpretation led me to think about Legislative Theatre’s 

potential to (re)perform a physical space.  Had the performance in some small way 

transformed this man’s sense of a space he encounters daily?  Had it changed that space’s 

structures of feeling?  Arguably, the Legislative Theatre workshop’s primary intent was 

to transfer techniques that will make future iterations of Legislative Theatre possible. 

How might those projects remake the spaces in which they unfold?  
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 In his last book, Aesthetics of the Oppressed (2006), Augusto Boal offers, “In the 

Theatre of the Oppressed, reality is conjugated in the Subjunctive Mood, in two tenses, 

the Past Imperfect—‘what if I were doing that?’—or the Future—‘what if I were to do 

this?’” (40, emphasis his).  Workshops envision the work to be done in the future and 

cultivate a subjunctive mood.  Thinking in the future subjunctive, how might Legislative 

Theatre projects attach new signifieds to the signifiers of government spaces?  If future 

Legislative Theatre projects were to happen similarly to our process in Omaha, for 

example, participants might come to read city council chambers as spaces where it could 

be possible for citizens primarily to speak and legislators primarily to listen, rather than 

the other way around.  How, if at all, might such an orientation to the space change their 

sense of what it is possible to demand from one’s elected representatives?  Participants 

might also see city council chambers as spaces informed by performance of strong 

feelings and not just “dry legal texts” (Chung Interview).20  Legislative Theatre performs 

government spaces as crucibles for dreaming big, rather than starting from compromise, 

when defining and addressing policy urgencies.  

 At the same time, I have also demonstrated that short workshops can invite 

citizens who do not have much knowledge about a topic to react from generalized gut 

impressions.  In those instances, Legislative Theatre can muddy the process of defining a 

problem just as easily as it can assist that process.  In what Legislative Theatre projects 

                                                        
20 It is, of course, a generalization to characterize all legal texts as “dry,” or to suggest that all that usually 
happens in a government space is dry or devoid of emotion.  That said, many people think that describes the 
nature of government spaces, and understandably so, due to the crushing bureaucracy many of them 
encounter when they enter those spaces.  
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might it be irresponsible to project citizens as experts?21  It is also possible that a 

Legislative Theatre workshop, like any facilitated theatrical experience, will (re)stage 

many of the oppressions of the social worlds outside the workshop/performance space. 

As this chapter has argued, “democratic” devising processes, when defined by lack of 

structure, can actually mean less access for those who are already oppressed.  Our 

discursive baggage and cultural power cannot be fully checked at the door, and the same 

protagonists will often emerge in the workshop as do outside it.  In addition, Theatre of 

the Oppressed is almost always framed by a facilitator or group of facilitators; someone is 

usually partially outside the group, guiding its experiences.  Performances of alliance 

with charismatic leaders or facilitators (as I think happened with the “sheep of color” 

joke) can also contribute powerfully to a room’s structures of feeling, exerting potentially 

stifling or silencing pressures on those less affiliated or familiar with the facilitator or the 

body of techniques explored. 

 The subjunctive will only take political organizing so far.  Believing that changes 

in law can happen is important, yet so is figuring out how to turn potential to reality, 

future subjunctive to past indicative (Boal Aesthetics 40).  As Augusto Boal reminded the 

crowd in the City Council chamber, the knowledge we built together becomes valuable 

only when applied to concrete circumstances.  I’d like to close with a call to restlessness 

he issued to all of us on that night, May 22, his last Legislative Theatre performance in 

the U.S.:  

                                                        
21 I return to the fraught relationship between Legislative Theatre and expertise in more detail in this 
dissertation’s conclusion. 
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Now, I want only to say this:  We are in a sort of a game, but this game is 

revealing of your real desires.  So why your real desires are not taken into 

account?  Well, because you don’t have the force necessary, or you still 

don’t have the organization necessary to have the force that is necessary.  

But those expressions, those laws that you are putting in, are the 

expression of desire.  But desire by itself does not accomplish anything.  It 

is necessary the organization, it is necessary the strength, it is necessary 

the continuity.  [This evening] is not something that you do once and it is 

very beautiful and then you never again do, and then you go to passivity.  

It is necessary to be active (McElvany B18).  
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Chapter 3 

Rehearsing Lobbyist Skills:  
Building Activist Capacity Through Legislative Theatre  

in The Eye & Tooth Project, 2009 
 

 I became a death penalty abolition activist much like Augusto Boal became a 

legislator: unexpectedly, and by way of Theatre of the Oppressed.  I have long considered 

myself against the death penalty, but prior to summer of 2008, that position did not arise 

out of any especially nuanced analysis, and I would not have listed the death penalty 

anywhere near the top of a list of my activist interests.  I simply believed the state 

shouldn’t kill people, and following up violence with violence made no sense to me.  In 

the latter half of 2008 and 2009, I would come to understand myriad reasons to oppose 

capital punishment.  My evolving understanding of death penalty injustice owes much to 

the process of co-coordinating and co-facilitating a Legislative Theatre project called The 

Eye & Tooth Project: Forum Theatre on the Death Penalty in Austin, Texas, in March 

2009.1   

 I stumbled into my work on the project.  In summer 2008, Galveston-based John 

Sullivan, a colleague from the Pedagogy and Theatre of the Oppressed conference, 

emailed me and Kathleen Juhl, a professor at Southwestern University in nearby 

Georgetown, Texas.  Sullivan wanted to know if we would be interested in co-
                                                        
1 I was not involved in naming the project; that decision was made by the original project group in 2003. 
The name alludes to a Bible verse: Exodus 21:24, which suggests it is appropriate to punish violence with 
another act of violence: “eye for eye, tooth for tooth.”  The verse says that one who takes a life should lose 
his or her own.  This verse is often cited by proponents of capital punishment.  For our purposes, the title 
foregrounds the human cost of the death penalty, the actual material bodies affected by it.  
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coordinating an Austin version of The Eye & Tooth Project.  Sullivan had devised an 

initial version of Eye & Tooth in 2003, alongside other members of Amnesty 

International Group #23 Houston.  That first incarnation of Eye & Tooth, like our project 

in Austin, featured a weekend workshop culminating in a Forum Theatre performance. 

When Sullivan contacted Juhl and me, he had recently secured more funding from 

Amnesty International, and he longed to stage a version of Eye & Tooth in Austin, home 

of the Texas State Legislature.  He thought producing the project in Austin would allow 

us to ground the work as Legislative Theatre.  Ideally, the theatre would help prepare 

citizens for engagement with any death-penalty related legislation that would arise in the 

81st session of the legislature, which would open in January 2009 and run for the next 140 

days.  We began informal email conversations about the project that summer, approached 

the Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty (TCADP) to gauge their interest in the 

project, and looked forward to more structured planning in the early fall.2  

 Enter Hurricane Ike, which devastated Galveston, Texas, where Sullivan and his 

wife live.  Like thousands of other people who called Galveston home, Sullivan found his 

life turned upside down by the 2008 disaster, which came ashore over his coastal city.  

By December, Sullivan’s life was somewhat more stable again, despite serious damage to 

his home and general chaos in many parts of Galveston.  He felt ready to proceed with 

planning.  We hoped to do so in overdrive to get Eye & Tooth off the ground in time for 

                                                        
2 “Abolition” is a term globally applied to those trying to legally forbid the practice of the death penalty. 
Oxford English Dictionary locates the word’s earliest known appearances in the sixteenth century. As early 
as the late eighteenth century, the word “abolitionist” began to be used in relation to people who wanted to 
end the institution of slavery. The first known usage of “abolitionist" in relation to the ending of capital 
punishment dates back to the 1860s, which suggests that the cause of slavery abolition in effect popularized 
the term’s usage in relation to other legal/social causes.     
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it to coincide with the introduction of the first-ever death penalty abolition bill to receive 

a subcommittee hearing in the Texas legislature, House Bill 682, introduced by State 

Representatives Jessica Ferrar, Terri Hodge, and Marisa Marquez in January 2009.  As I 

will elaborate, Texas’s status as an execution capital constitutes common knowledge in 

the U.S.—and also for people in other parts of the world.3  As a result, most Texas-based 

anti-death penalty groups knew HB 682 would never pass, at least not during the 2009 

legislative session (and likely not in the next few sessions, which occur only in the 

spring, every other year).  Given the incremental change anti-death penalty activists 

expected, Sullivan, Juhl, and I hoped that the project could help generate momentum 

toward future abolition work.  

 On Saturday, March 7th and Sunday, March 8, 2009, Juhl, Sullivan, and I 

collaborated with fourteen participants in the workshop and Forum Theatre devising 

process for The Eye & Tooth Project. At the conclusion of the process on Sunday night, 

we performed two death-penalty-related Forum Theatre scenes at The Off Center in East 

Austin, home of the Rude Mechanicals, a local theatre collective.  (I discuss the 

implications of that location later in this chapter, in the section “Casting Calls: Planning 

and Recruitment.”)  Admission was free and open to the public.  We situated the plays 

and Forum Theatre interventions amidst a longer program that Juhl, Sullivan, and I 

planned: pre-show music by Austin-based Afro-Cuban conga band Buscando el Monte, a 

spoken word intermission performance by local artist Gnostic Prophet, and a post-show 

                                                        
3 When I happened to mention our upcoming Legislative Theatre project on the death penalty to Julian Boal 
over email, he jokingly responded from Paris that working on a project that opposed capital punishment in 
Texas would mean that I would need to seek political asylum in France immediately after the performance.  
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panel with individuals who connected with the cause of abolition from various locations. 

The panelists included Delia Perez-Meyer, death row activist and sister of death row 

inmate Louis Castro Perez; Robert Hoelscher, a member of the organization Murder 

Victims Families for Reconciliation, whose father had been murdered when Robert was a 

child; Robert Van Steenburg from Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty; and the 

collaborating duo of jazz artist Alex Coke and photographer Alan Pogue, whose death 

penalty-themed artistry we featured during the reception that followed the panel and 

concluded the evening.  

 My other case studies conceived the Forum Theatre phase of Legislative Theatre 

as a site for direct communication between constituents and legislators.  Eye & Tooth, in 

contrast, focused more on Forum Theatre as a site for citizens to prepare or rehearse 

interactions with legislators and other citizens who might oppose their legislative agenda. 

I argue that, as with the other case studies, The Eye & Tooth Project participants engaged 

in collaborative knowledge-building about a policy problem or urgency that interested 

them.  More specifically, however, The Eye & Tooth Project demonstrates the potential 

for the Forum Theatre phase of Legislative Theatre as a context for citizens to build and 

diversify their capacities as layperson citizen lobbyists.  “Citizen lobbyists,” offers 

political science scholar Brian E. Adams, “engage in the same activities as conventional 

lobbyists, such as attempting to persuade officials, pressuring them, mobilizing other 

citizens, and conveying information to both the public and officials” (8).  When I refer to 

citizen lobbyists, I refer to individuals who are neither elected to public office nor paid to 

pursue a particular legislative agenda, but who attempt to bring about legislative change. 



 

 
 
 
 

201 

Some citizen lobbyists affiliate themselves with an organization; others lobby 

independently.  In addition, citizen lobbyists need not necessarily be legal citizens; while 

it is unlikely that those who have been forbidden legal entry could interact directly with 

legislators, undocumented citizens might still be able to shift the opinions of other 

citizens, who might in turn lobby legislators on a given issue.  

 The Eye & Tooth Project situated its audience, the workshop participants, and its 

facilitators as citizen lobbyists (or at least citizen lobbyists in training).  The project 

explored all four of the citizen lobbyist activities Adams identifies above.  We attempted 

(largely unsuccessfully) to persuade and pressure officials (by inviting Texas State 

legislators to the final performance).  We also attempted (more successfully, I argue) to 

provide a space where citizen lobbyists could at least explore the value of potential 

strategies for future persuasion and pressure on elected officials.  As for the latter 

categories of action Adams identifies—mobilizing citizens and conveying information to 

officials and various publics—the project attracted several new activists to the cause of 

death penalty abolition.  In addition, one of the two scenes featured in the public 

performance focused on inter-family lobbying as a way of mobilizing citizens.  The 

workshop participants creating the scene believed that lobbying for an issue that matters 

to you can start at home, whether that means persuading family members about an issue 

or at least persuading them not to impede your own activism.  Eye & Tooth implied that 

citizens can lobby in overtly public spaces (legislative hearings and demonstrations, as 

just two examples) but also in contexts that might be more readily marked as private:  in 

close friendships and familial relationships.  In other words, one can lobby for legislation 
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with legislators, and one can lobby for legislation in more incremental ways by 

attempting to engage in dialogue with other people (who might in turn apply their 

knowledge to their voting choices or interaction with legislators).  In this chapter, I’ll 

refer to the latter, more indirect lobbying as “interpersonal lobbying.”  

 Eye & Tooth constructed a temporary social network of citizen lobbyists, a space 

to share information about the death penalty itself but also about future opportunities for 

activism.  In Citizen Lobbyists: Local Efforts to Influence Public Policy (2007), Adams 

writes that “social networks” are invaluable for the citizen lobbyist in that they “are a 

political resource akin to time, money, and civic skills that facilitate participation by 

helping citizens achieve various political tasks” (13).  He elaborates:  

In the same way that campaign contributions enhance access to officials, 

free time increases the capacity to circulate petitions, and oratory skills 

help citizens make persuasive arguments at public meetings, social 

networks assist citizens in gathering information, mobilizing allies, 

pooling resources, and performing other political activities (13). 

Put another way, for lobbyists of any kind, connections are capital.  Throughout this 

chapter, I identify some of the social connections forged by The Eye & Tooth Project, 

connections that brought people together to pool their knowledge and experience.  In 

some cases, these social networks helped facilitate further lobbying by the project’s 

participants, lobbying that continued after the performance process itself had ended.   

 Ultimately, I describe how Eye & Tooth used performance as an epistemology for 

critical engagement not only with the death penalty itself, but with common situations 
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that arise when lobbying against the death penalty.  The late performance studies scholar 

Dwight Conquergood argued that the analytical tools constituted by (and applied to) 

performance have much to offer a critical investigation of the death penalty’s injustice.  

“Theatre and performance studies,” writes Conquergood, “have an ethical as well as 

intellectual obligation to examine this resurgent theatre of death that anchors conservative 

politics in the United States.  The very word ‘execute’ means to accomplish, to carry out, 

and to perform, to do.  ‘Execution’ also means ‘a mode or style of performance’" (342).  

Carrying out the death penalty, defending the death penalty, lobbying to abolish the death 

penalty—all are performances; all involve rehearsal.  We found in our workshop that the 

mention of the death penalty—and lobbying for its abolition—conjured up situations 

common to many activists.  Some of those situations became the content of our Forum; 

participants practiced interrupting them, imagining new outcomes.  

 The first scene featured an instance of interpersonal lobbying, and the second 

scene related to citizens lobbying legislators directly.  In the interpersonal lobbying 

scene, the family of a college student tries to dissuade her from anti-death penalty 

activism, and she struggles to articulate her values on the subject.  The second scene 

featured direct lobbying; it depicted a public legislative subcommittee hearing, one of the 

most common ways for citizens to communicate with legislators about a bill in person 

(Kush 175-184).  Both scenes invited spect-actors to rehearse a variety of actions to 

address situations that might otherwise get the better of citizen lobbyists by dissuading 

them, fatiguing them, confounding their ability to respond with coherent 

counterargument, or making them think that lobbying is “not worth the trouble.”  
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 Due to the multiple interventions possible in a given Forum Theatre performance 

(as well as the diversity of attendees at the final performance), Eye & Tooth Project 

participants rarely reached consensus about which lobbyist approaches and strategies 

were more effective in each situation.  Rather, the Forum interventions and discussions 

often revealed assumptions among the group about what makes a successful lobbyist or, 

more generally, an effective communicator.  For example, one thread of discussion that 

persisted throughout the public Forum concerned the relationship between gender, age, 

and lobbying.  The interventions and conversations explicated implicit equations of 

effective lobbying with behaviors and vocabulary traditionally constructed as masculine 

or “adult.”  During discussions about such presumptions, Eye & Tooth’s participants 

negotiated with their sometimes contradictory perspectives about lobbying.  

 Having provided detailed examples from a Forum Theatre devising process in 

Chapter Two, I focus more in this chapter (as in Chapter One) on the Forum Theatre 

event.  That event is, I believe, where the potential of Forum Theatre for rehearsing 

lobbyist engagement will be most readily apparent.  Before turning to the public 

performance, however, I will set the scene in a variety of ways.  To give a sense of the 

ethical positions that guided the facilitators’ decision to limit the possible community of 

Eye & Tooth by making it explicitly pro-abolition, I include a brief summary of some of 

the major points of the case for death penalty abolition.  Shifting to more concrete 

dimensions of planning, I describe our participant-recruitment efforts.  As in other 

chapters, participant access is a key concern, and I try to acknowledge the boundaries of 

exclusion and inclusion as explicitly as possible.  I then explore the Forum itself as 
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citizen lobbyist rehearsal.  Along the way, I draw on insights shared by some of the 

project’s participants.  Their narration of their own participation increased my 

understanding of how the project framed lobbying—and my understanding of how Eye & 

Tooth could be improved in future iterations.  

 

Rejecting the Mantle of Neutral Facilitators: Eye & Tooth’s Pro-abolition Stance 

 Because the project carried a pre-determined legislative agenda, we could focus 

our Forum on strategies for how to achieve that agenda, rather than focusing on a 

collective investigation of what that agenda would be.  The other projects in Chapters 

One and Two called for the participants to collectively develop and debate their 

position(s) on an issue.  Instead, Sullivan, Juhl, and I presumed from the start that the 

project would be pro-abolition.  As a result of our identified legislative agenda, we 

formulated a different relationship to the notion of democratic access than that of the 

other projects.  We had no interest in welcoming everyone and did not want to imply that 

all positions were equally welcome.  We only wanted to engage those who were for 

abolition—or at least open to discussing the possible merits of abolition and other bills 

that could limit the scope of the death penalty’s applicability.  We knew that any public 

Forum would be limited in terms of available time for embodied and verbal discussion, 

and we did not want to surrender a significant chunk of stage time to pro-death penalty 

rhetoric.  We hoped to shed any pretense that we might be neutral facilitators and to be as 

transparent as possible about how our own ideological commitments shaped the project 

and the facilitation choices (and therefore shaped access to the project’s public spheres). 
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In essence, our project cared more about democracy in terms of equal access to the Texas 

justice system than in terms of equal access to the representational space of the Forum.  

In this particular case, we decided that making democracy a goal entailed making 

abolition of the death penalty the goal—a stance we took to honor the inequality that 

structures capital punishment as a legal and social system of practices.  

 Our desire for Eye & Tooth to take a pro-abolition stance arose from both our 

personal positions against the death penalty but also the particular urgency of abolition-

related activism in Texas.  No U.S. state is more well-known for its execution prowess 

than Texas, and in no other state do more people die as a result of the practice.  Texas 

executes convicted persons “at a pace that has no parallel in the modern era of the death 

penalty in the U.S.” (Walpin).  Historically, popular support of the death penalty in Texas 

has often taken on legendary proportions, a phenomenon to which workshop participant 

and anti-death penalty activist Delia Perez-Meyer gestured when she reflected that Texas 

has long been a “hang ‘em high’ kinda state” (Interview).4   To many people, capital 

punishment is an intrinsic feature of the identity of the state of Texas.  

 Those who oppose capital punishment adopt that stance for a variety of reasons. 

The possibility that innocent people could be executed arguably receives more attention 

in contemporary U.S. culture than any other reason.  Death penalty scholar David Dow 

                                                        
4 In May 2009, two months after Eye & Tooth, journalist William Bole summarized the state’s iconic status 
as a home of the death penalty:  “[T]here's a barbed wire fence separating America from the death-penalty-
free world, and that fence is Texas.  Even if death-penalty statutes were to start disappearing in the other 
thirty-four states where they are on the books, the United States would still be exceptional because Texas 
executioners are among the busiest in the world, dealing death more often than their counterparts in such 
execution-friendly countries as Japan, Indonesia, and Afghanistan.  Since 1976, Texas has accounted for 
close to 40 percent (439) of the 1166 executions in the United States, and more than half the total so far this 
year” (8). 
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laments the “current innocence-centered debate” around capital punishment in the U.S. 

(Dow xv).  In his oft-cited book, Executed on a Technicality: Lethal Injustice on 

America’s Death Row (2005), Dow makes a compelling case that the death penalty’s 

arbitrariness deserves more concentrated attention than it receives.  By arbitrariness, Dow 

refers to the fact that judicial mistakes or “technicalities”—rather than the nature or 

severity of the crime allegedly committed—are more likely to determine whether a 

defendant is sentenced to the death penalty than the circumstances of the alleged crime 

itself.  As a result, the application of capital punishment is arbitrary.  

 Arbitrariness, Dow explains, leads to injustice for all those tried for capital 

offenses, not just people who are innocent.5  It is true that many innocent individuals 

have been exonerated and released from death row, and that, for some people, that fact in 

itself constitutes sufficient justification for abolition or serious review of the death 

penalty.  Dow, however, contrasts the contemporary vogue of innocence-based 

arguments with other historical moments when arbitrariness and other factors received 

more attention, as in 1972, when the U.S. Supreme Court effectively imposed a 

moratorium on the use of the death penalty in the landmark case Furman v. Georgia. 

Dow elaborates that the justices who objected to capital punishment in Furman v. 

Georgia did so for various reasons, but that the common thread between them was an 

objection to the death penalty’s arbitrariness, to the fact that “[p]eople who had 

committed less vicious acts were executed, and others who had committed truly 
                                                        
5  Dow writes, [“A] handful of people on death row are actually innocent.  But even the guilty are not 
executed for what they have done; they are executed due to “technicalities,” because even though their 
rights were violated, the courts are unwilling or unable to grant them relief.  It is precisely this lethal 
injustice—not the question of innocence—that renders our system of capital punishment arbitrary and 
unsound” (xv). 
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monstrous crimes were not” (xvi).  “The debate among the justices in Furman was not 

about innocence but about the permissibility of carrying out executions even when guilt 

of the death row inmate was not in question” (Dow xvi).  Furman v. Georgia rejected 

arbitrary punishment as unconstitutional.  Eventually, however, states began to pass new 

laws and procedures, supposedly to ensure “fairness” in the death penalty’s application 

and thereby get around the court’s objections.  In a series of rulings in 1976, the Court 

essentially ended the death penalty moratorium by allowing the death penalty as long as 

the state can prove it has been applied “fairly.”  As Dow persuasively argues, however, 

death penalty sentences continue to be arbitrary.   

 Influenced by arguments like Dow’s, Sullivan, Juhl, and I did not want the 

possible innocence of death row inmates to be the only reason for abolition explored in 

Eye & Tooth.  After all, if the possibility of an innocent person’s execution were the only 

ethical problem posed by the death penalty, then one could argue that all a state really 

needs to do is figure out how to “fix” the existing system to prevent errors (if, in fact, one 

could ever prove a system’s “repair”).  One of Eye & Tooth’s participants, Gregory 

Perrin, told me he did not necessarily oppose the death penalty as a punishment in and of 

itself, but rather opposed the risk of executing innocent persons.  

I think that [the death penalty] is an appropriate piece of the justice 

system.  I think it’s appropriate for states or whatever to use it as a form of 

punishment or whatever the term would be.  I think my issue is:  I would 

not want an innocent person to be executed, and until we can ensure that, 
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then I would prefer not to use it. I think that’s where I come down on it 

(Interview).  

While Eye & Tooth welcomed participants who approached the death penalty from the 

perspective Perrin describes, we also hoped to consider other reasons for death penalty 

opposition.  Such reasons included:  arbitrariness, the lack of evidence of the death 

penalty’s effectiveness as a deterrent or its ability to save money, and the reality that often 

race, ethnicity, class, and the circumstances or location of one’s prosecution—rather than 

the details of the crime itself—affect conviction rates and sentencing.6   

  Conquergood identifies “[g]laring racial disparities at every level of the death 

penalty system" (353).7  Class, too, often is an index of oppression where the death 

penalty is concerned.  Perez-Meyer shared with me that she believes her family’s lack of 

resources has prevented them from effectively establishing her brother’s innocence.  “We 

can’t afford a lawyer to get it done . . . If you don’t have a really good lawyer then you’re 

screwed, basically” (Interview).  These inequalities account for just a few of the many 

reasons for our project’s explicitly pro-abolition stance.   
                                                        
6 Myriad scholars have written about the relationship between race and the death penalty, in terms of the 
death penalty’s disproportionate application to defendants of color, but also in terms of its 
disproportionately high application to cases in which the victims were Caucasian.  In other words, murders 
of white people are statistically more likely to be deemed “serious” enough to be avenged by execution.  In 
particular, see Charles Ogletree Jr. and Austin Sarat, eds., From Lynch Mobs to the Killing State: Race and 
the Death Penalty in America (New York: NYU P) 2006. The project explores historical and ideological 
similarities between lynching and state-sponsored execution, a relationship to which Eye & Tooth 
participant Delia Perez-Meyer gestured when she said of the death penalty, “It’s almost like we’re lynching 
them, we’re hanging them.  We’re sticking needles in their arms and killing them with all these chemicals, 
and, you know, it is horrible to have to talk about it and to teach about it and to discuss it and to be in the 
middle of it” (Interview). 
7 Writing in 2001, Conquergood offered some statistics on the death penalty as a racialized practice:  “Of 
the 760 people put to death since capital punishment was reinstated in 1977, 44 percent have been 
minorities, when minorities are only 29 percent of the population.  And this disproportion is even more 
skewed if we focus on blacks:  35 percent of the people executed were black, when blacks are only 12 
percent of the population.  And 43 percent of the prisoners currently on death row are black.  The racial 
profile of people put to death becomes even starker when we look at juvenile offenders.” (353-354). 
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Casting Calls: Planning and Recruitment 
 
 The bulk of Eye & Tooth Project planning happened over the course of two-and-

a-half months, from late December 2008 until the project’s workshop and performance 

on March 7 and 8, 2009.  Our planning might occasionally have been more aptly 

described as “scrambling”—for spaces, workshop participants, audiences, post-show 

panelists, and other performers.  My description in this section traces some of the 

compromises we made as we scrambled, including some of the moments when we moved 

from Plan A to Plan B, and how those plan changes related to our limited budget as well 

as our overall ability to recruit diverse participants.  

 As on-site coordinators, Juhl and I handled all the Austin details, with Sullivan 

working by email from Galveston to secure speakers for the post-performance panel. 

Early planning happened by email, and then we set up an in-person introductory 

workshop, to be held at the University of Texas at Austin’s drama building.  We sent out 

an open, public invitation for that initial meeting—an email that we circulated to as many 

list-serves in Austin and in Texas as possible (and through an event announcement on the 

social networking site, Facebook).  We especially focused on list-serves of statewide 

groups working for abolition, as well as list-serves of organizations and departments at 

the University of Texas at Austin and other nearby higher education sites: Austin 

Community College, Huston-Tillotson University, and St. Edward’s University.    

 I drafted the email invitation for that initial meeting, using the following two 

questions for its headline: “How can citizens lobby more effectively for abolition of the 

death penalty in Texas?  How can we hone our ability to dialogue with multiple 
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audiences on the injustice of capital punishment, particularly when others disagree with 

us?”  The invitation established the political interests of the gathering, leaving no doubt 

about its pro-abolition position.  We also, however, wanted to begin with questions to 

communicate that, while we came to the project with overt legislative, political, and 

social agendas, we wanted to learn with and from others about how we might pursue 

those agendas more effectively.  Beginning with questions signified our commitment to 

dialogic encounter about activist practice.8  

 As a result of that email invitation, we gathered a small group for the first 

meeting.  Sullivan, Juhl, Sheli Rae (Sullivan’s wife), and I facilitated as the group 

participated in several of our favorite Theatre of the Oppressed exercises (or variations on 

Boal’s original versions of those exercises), as well as other interactive exercises Sullivan 

and Rae had developed in their own work as social justice facilitators in the Houston and 

Galveston regions.  Those exercises, which focused on generating tableaux that 

represented both our individual and collective relationships to the death penalty, gave a 

taste of the kind of work we would be doing in the March workshop.  Sullivan referred to 

the short workshop as a “trailer.”  Before, between, and after the exercises, the group 

planned and dreamed together about our overall goals for the project.  Several of us 

mentioned at that meeting that we would like the March group to reflect more diversity in 

a variety of ways.  Though our group spanned many different ages and reflected some 

                                                        
8 At the workshop in March, I began to rethink my use of the word “victim” in this invitation.  As Delia 
Perez-Meyer explained after hearing the word victim deployed several times in the workshop, as a family 
member of a person on death row, she believes that all families affected by the death penalty (either 
families of those murdered or families of those on death row) deserve to be referred to as victims.  Perez-
Meyer’s insight will stay with me as I work on invitations to future projects.  
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diversity in terms of race, ethnicity, gender, class, sexuality, age, and affiliation (only 

some of us were affiliated with a university), we still trended white.   

 Our group members enthusiastically looked forward to the workshop, but most of 

them lacked the time to help with logistics or with trying to increase our community 

connections.  As a result, Sullivan, Juhl, and I recorded their ideas and tried to implement 

as many of them as we could in the weeks that followed that first brainstorming session.  

The three of us proceeded across several categories of preparation:  1) finding an 

accessible, inviting location for the workshop and performance, 2) securing low-cost but 

healthy food that we could offer for free to workshop participants and performance 

attendees, 3) continued emailing to activist and community organizations and academic 

departments, as well as an increased advertising push on Facebook, 4) developing and 

distributing posters, 5) developing the program of performers and panelists for the March 

8 final performance, and 6) inviting Texas State Legislators.  All of these categories had 

to be addressed through the resources of our two-thousand dollar budget provided by 

Amnesty International.  

 In terms of our first category, space, we felt that attracting more diverse audiences 

called for a space less marked by the privilege of academia than our available meeting 

spot at the University of Texas. 9  It soon became clear, however, that UT would offer our 

best bet for free space, at least for the workshop process.  We still aimed to hold our 
                                                        
9 Our first choice was the Rhizome Collective, a non-profit organization housed in East Austin.  While 
Central Austin (where UT is located) and West Austin connote bourgeois whiteness to many Austinites, 
East Austin—even while undergoing increasing gentrification—is more diverse in terms of race and class. 
Rhizome Collective, which houses their Educational Center for Urban Sustainability and their Center for 
Community Organizing, features an open warehouse that can host performance events but does not 
necessarily feel like a theatre.  After a formal proposal by us, the Rhizome was prepared to offer us the 
space for free, but then realized they had double-booked it. 
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public performance elsewhere, hopefully in East Austin, across Interstate 35, the highway 

that bisects the city.  Despite its increasing gentrification, East Austin is significantly 

more diverse in terms of race, ethnicity, and class than Central Austin or West Austin.  

Jill Dolan describes how the theatres on the East Side often “attract audiences to spaces 

to see edgy, avant-garde, non-mainstream work, or performances that break through the 

enforced decorum of hegemonic whiteness or presumptive heterosexuality or constrictive 

notions about gender or race or ability or ethnicity” (Utopia 44).  We hoped to draw upon 

the East Side theatre community’s reputation for work that challenged the norms Dolan 

identifies.  We also hoped staging the project on the east side of the highway would mean 

(relative) accessibility for nearby poor communities of color, populations 

disproportionately subjected to the death penalty’s injustices.  

 We eventually found a free East Austin space: The Off Center, home of the 

Austin theatre collective Rude Mechanicals.  Inspired by our description of the project, 

the Rudes graciously offered us their transformed warehouse performance space—and 

technical support—free of charge.  Tucked just behind a Payless Shoe Source and the 

major east-west thoroughfare of Seventh Street, the Rudes’ theatre house is informal, 

flexible, and devoid of many of theatre’s often bourgeois trappings.  Its open gravel 

courtyard offered a stage for Buscando el Monte, the band whom we offered a small 

honorarium to open the evening with an outdoor pre-show performance.  The Off 

Center’s ninety-seat space promised intimacy, which is important for Forum Theatre’s 

careful dissection of interventions.  The lack of a raised stage would encourage crossover 

between the spectators and performers.  As audience participant Anna Kavich put it, The 
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Off Center “seemed like a very open discussion type of theatre . . . You’re so close to the 

actors, and they’re really engaged in what you think and how you respond” (Interview).  

 While many attendees indicated that they found the space inviting as well, in my 

interviews conducted after the project concluded, I discovered that at least two 

participants felt intimidated by the project’s grounding at The Off Center.  Those of us 

hosting the event failed to sufficiently articulate that the gathering was not actually an 

official Rude Mechanicals event.  For instance, Kavich and Maggie Tominey, two UT 

undergraduate students, felt like the space inspired spontaneous and relatively easy 

interaction between actors and audience during the performance itself.  In contrast, their 

social interactions after the show were “ghosted” by their experiences attending other 

Rude Mechs performances and witnessing the close-knit (and, occasionally, somewhat 

exclusive-feeling) avant-garde theatre social scene (Carlson The Haunted 7).  Kavich 

describes her reticence to engage:  “I feel like [at] The Off Center, the people involved 

are like a really close community, and I still wasn’t ‘in the know’ enough to have a really 

deep conversation with one of them” (Kavich).  Though we had never explicitly tied any 

of the panelists to the Rude Mechs or The Off Center in any way, we also neglected to 

clarify that we did not have any official relationship to the space.  We forgot how strong 

of an association can be created simply by placing people on a familiar stage.  In this 

respect, despite the enormous generosity of the Rude Mechs’ donation of space, their 

unspoken and perhaps unintended status as arbiters of the cool and the “edgy” (in both 

theatre and people) in Austin signified more powerfully than we expected, shaping 

perceived access to the public sphere of Eye & Tooth for a few individuals.   
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Access: Presences and Absences 

 We had fourteen participants for the weekend-long workshop, and our group was 

more diverse—particularly in terms of race, ethnicity, class, age, and institutional 

affiliation—than the group at our first meeting the previous month.  Some participants 

were students from UT and Austin Community College; others were Austin community 

members or anti-death penalty activists from Houston.  Various agendas propelled 

participants into the workshop.  Some came to continue previous abolition work, some 

came to learn more about the death penalty, and some came to learn Theatre of the 

Oppressed techniques.  One participant, abolitionist Tracy Medberry, attended to be 

inspired to revise a play that she and her husband had already written about the death 

penalty.  During the workshop, many participants remarked about how grateful they were 

to be forging new collaborations with a diverse group of people (most of whom they had 

never met before) to build strategies for working on an issue that mattered to them.  

 The public performance attracted approximately 50 people, including students and 

staff from UT, family members of workshop participants, relatives of people on death 

row or victims of capital crimes, local death penalty abolition activists, friends and fans 

of Buscando el Monte and of spoken word artist Gnostic Prophet, and other Austinites 

who had been intrigued by our posters, which featured artwork by death row inmate Tony 

Medina.10  The atmosphere was lively, and the group was eager to offer interventions in 

the Forum.   

                                                        
10 As part of her activism, Perez-Meyer curates a series of art works by death row artists, which she uses, 
with those artists’ permission, to draw interest at various lobbying events and protests.  
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 No legislators attended. At our initial meeting, we had decided that all Texas state 

legislators should receive formal invitations.  I hand-delivered those invitations across 

three days of going from door to door in the Texas State Capitol and the Capitol Annex, 

which combine to house the Texas senators, Texas representatives, and the Speaker of the 

House.  Only in very few instances did I deal with legislators directly; usually I left 

invitations with their assistants.  Two legislators—one senator and one representative—

called to RSVP for two seats each, but no one from those offices ultimately claimed their 

reserved chairs.  We marked those seats with signs naming the missing legislators.  If 

they would not perform their presence, we wanted to perform their absence.  The marked 

but empty chairs invited multiple possible readings, testifying to how many legislators 

either oppose abolition, consider it political suicide in Texas, or designate it as a 

relatively low-level legislative priority.  At the same time, some senators and 

representatives are pro-abolition, so the absences also performed the reality of 

legislators’ busy schedules.  The difficulty of capturing legislators’ attention underscores 

the usefulness of seizing opportunities to rehearse efficient, effective lobbyist talking 

points.  

 While we succeeded in attracting a relatively diverse audience for the workshop 

and performance, to my mind, a fully successful project would have been built from and 

by a more diverse coalition from the start.  Organizing for a future version of a project of 

this nature would ideally begin much earlier, giving us time to build more nuanced 

relationships with a broader spectrum of organizations and groups, as Headlines Theatre 

accomplished with Practicing Democracy.  Questions of time—and particularly how 
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much time is appropriate to build Legislative Theatre collaborations that are socially just 

in their reflection of diverse perspectives—remained with me as we worked.  

 For example, if artists want to embrace theatre’s ability to respond to and shape 

specific legislative actions, they will often find themselves working fast, with either a few 

months (as was the case for us) or sometimes only a few days notice.  The Texas 

Legislature sometimes holds committee meetings and subcommittee meetings at the 

relative last minute, announcing the time of the meeting a day or two prior to the event. 

While those who spend their time lobbying at the Texas State Capitol acknowledge that 

often short lead-time is unavoidable with a legislative body that needs to be flexible 

enough to address issues as they arise, other activists have informally acknowledged that 

they believe committees and subcommittees deliberately schedule meetings on 

controversial bills at the last minute.  Many organizers regard that tactic as part of a 

larger strategy to prevent communities from organizing and appearing in droves to fight 

for or against a bill.  Therefore, those who can actually advocate for or against bills often 

(though not always) occupy a certain level of privilege in terms of their ability to adjust 

their schedules with very little notice (as well as their ability to get to their state’s capitol, 

especially in a state as large as Texas).  

 In a world where time is of the essence and anyone fighting against unjust bills is 

better than no one fighting against unjust bills, it is still preferable to have some people 

show up for a project like Eye & Tooth than for nobody to show up at all.  A first project 

of this nature might not achieve the diverse perspectives the founding organizers might 

desire, but the connections built at the workshop and final performance can serve as 
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points of departure for building more diverse coalitions that will shape the organizing of 

the next project.  In other words, in Legislative Theatre, as in other forms of organizing, 

one project will build capacity for the next project, putting people in touch who can work 

together to organize a more diverse base of participants more quickly the next time.  Eye 

& Tooth underscored that Legislative Theatre on a given issue would increase its impact 

if staged in a model of ongoing engagement, in which a group met regularly and 

sustained its own survival long enough to collectively build its methods for attracting 

new collaborators.  Several Eye & Tooth participants indicated that if such a group were 

formed, they would want to participate.  An initial Legislative Theatre event might be 

most productively considered the groundwork for a second Legislative Theatre event, 

rather than the end of a process in and of itself.  That way, communities have more time 

to hone their communication skills in relation to the project’s topic and more 

opportunities for stitching together social networks.      

  

The Public Forum, Scene One: “They Say Death Row, We Say Hell No” 

 Neither of the scenes in the Forum used any set, besides chairs brought onstage by 

the performers when necessary.  The first of Eye & Tooth’s scenes was actually a very 

short play, with two quick scenes fused together.  In the first part of that short play, 

sisters Rosario and Michelle are both college students.  Rosario arrives at Michelle’s 

campus to pick up Michelle to drive both of them home for the Thanksgiving holiday.  

As they cross campus (meaning from stage left to stage right) heading to the car, they 

come upon a group of anti-death penalty protesters portrayed by the rest of the workshop 
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participants.  The protestors face the audience, bellowing a slogan common in death 

penalty abolition activism:  “They say death row—We say hell no!”  Michelle, excited by 

the protesters, asks her sister to hang on for a few minutes as she heads over to the protest 

assembly and joins their chant.  Rosario, however, wants to leave and pulls her sister 

away from the group, warning her that their father, who favors a strong focus on 

academics over “extra-curriculars” and “organizations,” would not be pleased with 

Michelle’s activist interests.  “You can’t get involved in stuff like that!” Rosario cautions 

as she tugs Michelle toward the car (offstage) (Parras Raw Footage).  

 The scene transitions quickly to the next day at Michelle and Rosario’s family 

home—presumably after Thanksgiving turkey and trimmings have been relegated to the 

refrigerator.  The protesters have transformed into Rosario and Michelle’s extended 

family, and the blank stage is now a living room or den.  Many of the actors still holler 

boisterously, but this time they direct their passion toward the final play of a 

Thanksgiving football game on an imaginary television downstage.  Game coverage 

ends, and the local nightly news starts.  The first story of the night features footage of 

recent death penalty protests in Texas.  Michelle points to the television, mouth agape, 

surprised to find that her appearance with the chanting activists yesterday has landed her 

face on the news.  Rosario gesticulates wildly for Michelle to keep mum, but Michelle 

misses her sister’s frantic miming.  Upon seeing Michelle on the screen, the entire family 

erupts into riotous conflict. 

 Some of Michelle’s family members appear to support her activism.  One uncle 

backs her, depicting activism as cool and pumping a fist in the air: “You went to a 
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protest! Alright!”  Another relative, perhaps an aunt or a grandmother, quotes scripture 

verses as reasons for her own opposition to the death penalty.  As for Michelle’s mother, 

she projects an air of support as well, often positioning herself behind Michelle, even as 

she also remains largely quiet and plays family peacemaker (a detail to which I will 

return below).  Meanwhile Michelle’s father and some of the other members of the 

family loudly object, filling the cavernous warehouse performance space with their 

voices.  Some of the critiques of her actions arise from disagreement about the 

righteousness or appropriateness of the death penalty itself.  Several of her detractors 

mention the biblical notion of “an eye for an eye” as justification for capital punishment. 

But others object to Michelle engaging in any public activism in general, depicting it as 

risky.  Michelle’s aunt raises the specter of government surveillance, suggesting that too 

much protesting will land Michelle on a watch list:  “It doesn’t even matter whether [the 

death penalty is] right or wrong.  I don’t care.  The fact of the matter is, if you get 

involved with people like that, all activist people, the FBI is gonna write down your name 

on a little piece of paper, and it’s gonna follow you for your whole life.”  

 Flooded with the deluge of family opinions, Michelle tries to stay afloat, 

sputtering that the death penalty sometimes results in “killing innocent people” and that 

“there are so many errors” in its implementation.  Ultimately, however, her father issues a 

decree:  “That’s it!  No more of this!  No more of this!  You are in school to study!”  

Michelle retreats to a corner of the stage, as Mom gently admonishes Dad:  “Calm down. 

You’re gonna blow a gasket, honey.”  Mom joins Michelle in the corner as the scene 

draws to a close (Parras Raw Footage).  
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 The scene ultimately poses this implicit question:  How might Michelle build her 

toolbox of strategies and tactics for engaging with her family about a legislative issue that 

matters deeply to her?  The conflict also showcases many impediments to individuals 

trying to find the confidence to work against the death penalty or in favor of other 

legislation.  Many of us in the workshop had discussed how we often struggle to find the 

language to articulate our point of view—not only when we are up against legislative 

adversaries, but also when interacting with people who care about us and have panoptic 

fear about government surveillance or what will happen if their loved one “makes 

waves.”  Through the characters in the family, the scene posed multiple opportunities for 

those intervening and those watching.  It offered the chance to develop and practice 

various approaches to some of the interpersonal barriers one can encounter when trying 

to change someone’s mind on a legislative issue (or even when just trying to convince 

someone to get out of your way so that you can speak your own mind).  

 In the process, however, the scene—and the experience of devising it—relied on 

heteronormative social models, despite the fact that the lives of many workshop 

participants did not conform to those models.  Heteronormativity maintains “heterosexual 

privilege as a tacit but central organizing index of social membership” (Warner Publics 

195).  The second part of the scene—at home with Michelle and Rosario’s family—

adhered to a relatively traditional heteronormative kinship structure: a mother, a father, 

and children.  In addition, the mother embodied the stereotype of the woman (and mother 

in particular) as the quiet, unassuming, nurturing peacemaker, and the father occupied the 

position of strength and unchecked power.   
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 The presence of such relatively unimaginative social structures suggests that our 

workshop had been too ambitious about what it could accomplish in two days.  Though 

we had time for groups to build the scenes enough to establish a story and elicit 

compelling interventions from audience members, we had little time to revise the scenes 

and to interrogate their social consequences (other than in terms of how accurately they 

represented the death penalty itself).  For example, by the time we settled on the 

Thanksgiving family scene one group generated, we cast it fast and furiously, essentially 

by saying:  Who wants to play what family member?  Each person in the cast created a 

character he or she would like to represent in a family scene and then immediately began 

improvising as that person.  Those impromptu choices determined the characters present 

on the play’s canvas.  The heteronormativity of the family scene suggests that future 

projects of this nature would, not surprisingly, benefit from additional days for play 

development.  Those days would allow for more dramaturgical complexity and for 

opportunities for the group to question each other about the politics of their 

representations.  Sometimes, however, extra days will not be possible, and even given our 

two-day workshop format, Juhl and I could have begun the play-devising portion of the 

workshop with a more overt reminder to work against stereotypes and normalizing 

constructions.  Juhl suggests that doing one scene, rather than two, would have allowed 

for more time for critical engagement with the scene’s ideologies (Interview).  While we 

wanted to explore two different situations, that solution would probably have been a 

wiser way to approach the public performance.   
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Intervening in “They Say Death Row, We Say Hell No!”:  
Humanizing Adversaries Through Some Productive “Magic” 
 
 In his writings on Forum Theatre, Boal often warns against the use of “magic.” 

He elaborates, “A spect-actor can sometimes replace an actor and modify the character in 

such a way that the solution becomes completely magic.  The spect-actor must respect the 

givens of the problem” (Games 267).  In other words, as I announced during my co-

facilitation (with Kathleen Juhl), the purpose of Forum is not to give characters “brain 

transplants” so that the obstacles disappear.  Certainly, characters (and people) can 

change, but stripping a character of a political position or a characteristic at the core of 

the conflict being examined will likely circumvent substantive investigation.  For those 

reasons, many jokers balk when interventions turn toward the realm of the magical.   

 Sometimes, however, unexpected “magical” interventions can still lead to 

productive investigation of the issues to be explored.  In the first intervention of the 

evening, just as Rosario and Michelle stumbled upon the chanting protestors, spectator 

Allison Dieter stepped out of the audience and replaced Rosario.  Rather than pursuing 

the scene from the perspective of twenty-something Rosario, the spect-actor morphed the 

character into a grieving grandmother.  The distraught woman charged across the stage 

toward the throng of roaring activists.  “What about me?” the spect-actor screamed 

shrilly, shaking her already unsteady finger at the crowd.  Her voice stabbed the air again 

and again, as she demanded the assembly’s attention.  “What about me?  What about me? 

Who cares about me?  My granddaughter was killed!  She was brutally murdered.  I want 

that man to die!”  Some of the protestors continued to chant back at her, fists raised high, 

and one member of the group yelled out another familiar anti-death penalty slogan:  “An 
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eye for an eye leaves the world blind.”  In the midst of the chaos, another character hinted 

at sympathy for the loss of the woman’s granddaughter (“We’re sorry for what happened, 

ma’am, but we don’t agree with you.”), but quickly returned to chanting.  The spect-

actor, in return, continued to call for the execution of the man who allegedly murdered 

her granddaughter, while the others held fast to their original chant:  “They say death 

row, we say hell no.”  The two “sides” appeared implacable:  a lot of noise, not a lot of 

listening.  Juhl and I stepped in and called the intervention to a close, so that we could 

discuss it (Parras Raw Footage).  

 Despite transforming the scenario of the scene and breaking the “rules” of Forum 

Theatre, Dieter’s embodied contribution set the stage for actors and audience to discuss 

and rehearse strategies for interacting with those who might have especially strong 

emotional connections to the issue of the death penalty, particularly emotional 

connections that make them strongly in favor of it.  John Sullivan argues that Dieter’s 

intervention “clearly demonstrated that the voices of victim’s family members must be 

prominently included in any legitimate dialogue about alternatives to capital punishment” 

(Sullivan “The Eye”).  Dieter has volunteered as an anti-death penalty activist and 

lobbyist for decades.  While the intervention did not reflect the details of her actual life 

(she does not have a granddaughter who was murdered), it did reflect her experiences 

with people who have been propelled by horrific events to support the death penalty. 

 Dieter proved to be an adept performer, and the grandmother’s anguish and anger 

was palpable.  In her interview with me, Dieter recalled her rationale for making the 

intervention:  “I wanted them [the protestors] to be able to deal with [that perspective of 
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grief] . . . and to help the person somehow, without offering up another killing.”  She 

explained that she wanted others to practice those skills because she had found such 

interactions very difficult in the past.  Some of the sentiments she had heard used by 

other abolition activists in such difficult moments made her uncomfortable:  “I couldn’t 

say anything except:  ‘I’m so sorry.’  I’m not a religious person.  That would help, to be 

able to . . . you know, use religion and God and all that.  It’s helpful to a lot of people” 

(Interview).  Dieter hoped her intervention would allow rehearsal of a variety of 

engagements with grief, so that religious discourse would not be framed as the only 

option.  

  When I froze the scene after Dieter’s intervention, I asked her how effectively 

she thought the protestors responded to her grief—or her pro-death penalty stance.  “It 

was not quite adequate,” Dieter offered.  “They should have had someone come over to 

me, you know, to comfort me, [and say] ‘Tell us something about your situation,’ and 

walked away from the group with me, to try to remove me from the confrontational 

situation.”  Sullivan, who performed as one of the protesters, explained to the audience 

why he did not respond to Dieter’s intervention as sympathetically as Dieter or some of 

the other audience members thought he should have:  “I wanted to let her talk because 

she needs to be heard, but I’m not going to buy her idea.  It won’t bring anybody back” 

(Parras Raw Footage). 

 After this initial discussion, I asked the actors playing the protesters to try Dieter’s 

suggestion of approaching her character in a more comforting tone, and we re-started the 

scene.  The second time, two of the actors spontaneously emerged from the crowd of 
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protestors, ushering the woman gently to the other side of the stage where they could hear 

her over the din of the sloganeering.  This time they engaged in dialogue with her:  “I just 

disagree with [the death penalty], but [the murder of a loved one has] never happened to 

me like it’s happened to you.  I want to hear what you have to say.”  In the improvised 

discussion, the grandmother told the two protestors that the man convicted for murdering 

her granddaughter had been on death row for a long time, with his death delayed by 

several stays of execution.  Referring to police and prosecutors, Dieter’s character 

elaborated, “They told me he would die, and I would feel better, and I’ve been waiting 

and waiting to feel better” (Parras Raw Footage).   

 “Killing is not the answer,” one of the protestors offered gently.  “You’re not 

going to feel better if we kill again.”  The older woman considered the statement, not 

rejecting it out of hand but also not embracing it, perhaps because of its 

presumptuousness.  How would either of the other characters have known what the 

woman would feel if her granddaughter’s alleged murderer were executed?  Perhaps the 

execution would make her feel better, and Dieter’s refusal to receive that as a compelling 

argument only pointed to the limitations of couching arguments for and against the death 

penalty in terms of what victims’ families will or will not feel.  Through her rejection of 

the actors’ improvised response to her intervention, Dieter estranged the weaknesses of 

the conversational strategies the other actors deployed.   

 Dieter’s character became more receptive, however, when the other two actors 

gently recommended she allow them to connect her with Murder Victims Families for 

Reconciliation, a pro-abolition organization for murder victims’ relatives.  With that 
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organization, they suggested, she could find support in her grief from people who have 

lived similar experiences.  She could also consider some of the reasons that even families 

of victims of capital crimes might object to capital punishment.  Dieter reflected, “That 

strategy left me open to alternatives that I didn’t feel before, and the possibilities of other 

actions.”  

 In addition, the audience collectively underscored the importance of not 

minimizing the pain of victims’ families in the service of an anti-death penalty argument. 

As one audience member put it, “[Y]ou can’t argue with a person’s emotional reaction to 

the death of a loved one.  I mean, you can’t say that [the death] didn’t happen, and you 

can’t say that [the family] shouldn’t feel bad, so the only real response is to say, ‘We are 

extremely sorry; we are just terribly unhappy this happened to you’ and go in that 

direction with it” (Parras Raw Footage). 

 Another audience member appreciated that, in the actors’ second attempt to 

respond to Dieter’s character, they invited the grandmother away from the crowd to speak 

with her in a smaller group.  That audience member also said that the intervention 

reminded him to approach activism from a perspective that values intimate, less 

confrontational “person-to-person” conversation as much as it values raucous protest: 

If you’re protesting something and someone is challenging your protest, 

and you’re in a group of people, it’s best to not make it a group of people 

versus one person.  It’s really [best] to level the playing ground [to] where 

it’s one person’s ideas versus another person’s ideas or experiences, and 

[the first version of her intervention] is her experience versus a group’s 
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ideas.  It puts a group of people against her.  It puts her in a very bad 

position because her experiences are not going to have enough weight 

against all these people, but then [with just a few people], you know, it’s 

just, like, you can really be sensitive to each other (Parras Raw Footage).  

Forum Theatre let the activists gathered collectively build their repertoire of gestures and 

“staging” for conveying sensitivity to people whose opinions might be different from 

their own.  By “staging” here I do not mean to convey insincerity on the part of those 

engaging in the Forum.  Instead, I suggest that, in the Forum, participants could practice 

nuances of tone and movement style—and could practice the art of deciding when 

sticking to one’s protest “script” is really the most effective or humane course of action.  

 

Making It Too Easy: The Innocence Trap and a Difficult Dialogue Left Unpracticed 

 Dieter’s intervention also evoked conversation about another trap into which 

death penalty activists might easily fall:  leaning too heavily on innocence as one’s 

primary argument against the death penalty.  At another point in the interaction with 

Dieter’s character, the protesters suggested that the man accused of killing her 

granddaughter might be innocent.  The grandmother agreed that the suggestion was 

possibly true.  The actors planted seeds of doubt about guilt with Dieter’s character, and 

those seeds became the core of their argument.  Emphasizing innocence as the main 

reason for abolition, however, can sidestep a larger discussion about the ethics of state-

sponsored execution.  Activists interested in abolition need to be prepared with reasons 
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for their position other than the innocence argument, reasons that would hold up even 

when the accused person is guilty “beyond a shadow of a doubt.”  

 Though we did not have time to try a third version of the intervention where the 

characters were not allowed to introduce innocence as a plot point, I urged the audience 

to ask themselves:  What if the question is not about guilt, but instead about whether the 

death penalty should be applied at all?  In such moments, the joker can open up lines of 

thought that cannot be pursued on the spot in a given Forum—but that still beg 

consideration nonetheless.  The joker can assist by reminding the audience of what ideas 

or approaches are missing from the stage, so that participants can be mindful of other 

obstacles not staged or improvised in a scene.  In a future version of a Forum on the death 

penalty, I will likely plan in advance to include a round of investigations in which 

innocence is not allowed to be introduced as an argument.  

 

Intervening in “They Say Death Row, We Say Hell No,” Part Two:  
Safety in Numbers, Building Alliances 
 
 Other interventions in the scene featuring Michelle and Rosario’s family focused 

on trying to cultivate small moments of alliance—moments when family members might 

have been persuaded to support Michelle in her interests as an emerging legislative 

activist.  One spect-actor, Roy, replaced Michelle just as Rosario attempts to pull 

Michelle away from the protestors.  As Michelle, Roy rehearsed language to persuade 

Rosario to support Michelle’s right to fight for causes she believes in, even if Rosario 

does not happen to endorse those causes herself.  First he appealed to Rosario’s 

investment in the right of self-expression.  “I’m going to college,” he offered, “and I’m 
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learning new ideas and this is a chance for me to express myself.  And if I don’t get to 

express myself with how I feel, then I’m not being true to myself.”  When that tack 

proved ineffective, he tried the tactic of analogy, urging Rosario to understand Michelle’s 

commitment to death penalty abolition in the context of whatever social issues might 

interest Rosario:  “Don’t you have any beliefs . . . that you want to express to change the 

situation in this country, or are you just happy with falling into the groove of how things 

are?”  Though the intervention did not fully quiet Rosario’s apprehension about her 

sister’s involvement in activist work, the skeptical sister did appear to listen more 

carefully after Roy (as Michelle) began to explain how driven Michelle felt to act on this 

particular issue (Parras Raw Footage). 

 Some members in the audience found Roy’s intervention particularly useful.  A 

representative from Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty commented, “One of 

the neat things I think that Sister Number Two [Roy as Michelle] . . . did was get Sister 

Number One to think a little bit at the end [of the conversation], and so maybe later on 

when they’re with their parents, Sister Number One might be more supportive of Sister 

Number Two.”  Another witness believed that Roy’s intervention demonstrated how 

individuals can use a “first line of oppression” (in this case, the sister, Rosario) as a space 

for Michelle to “work through” dealing with other oppressors who might be even more 

unsympathetic to her.  For example, when Roy’s version of Michelle tried to articulate 

her reasons for death penalty activism to her sister, that interaction also functioned as an 

opportunity for trying out and refining language she might have used later with her 
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parents.  Such a rehearsal might have prevented Michelle from being so flustered when 

confronted with her family’s animosity toward her activities.  

 The next spect-actor, Natalie, who appeared close in age to Michelle, attempted to 

build family alliances as well.  Natalie replaced Michelle just as the family fight broke 

out.  When many of Michelle’s relatives began to verbally attack her about her activism, 

Natalie honed in on the family members who appeared to be more quietly supportive, 

turning first to the uncle who had thrown a fist in the air to show his approval. “Thank 

you, thank you for backing me up on this!  I saw you were saying ‘yay’ [she pumps her 

fist to remind him of the gesture of support he had just performed].  Can you back me up 

on this?”  While that tactic gained the character of Michelle a little back-up from her aunt 

and uncle, the nay-sayers still proved overwhelming, and her father continued to suggest 

that participating in protests was unacceptable if Michelle planned to accept money for 

her college education from her parents (Parras Raw Footage). 

 As one participant reflected, Natalie’s intervention rehearsed a calm, measured 

approach to interpersonal lobbying through what he called “family coalition-building.” 

He added, “She pointed out her supporters to kind of level the playing field . . . When you 

have somebody behind you to back you up, you can feel more empowered to say what 

you gotta say.”  Natalie also used the temporary coalition she had built with her aunt and 

uncle to poke holes in her family’s implicit argument that her desire to engage in a protest 

was just silly naivety, an exercise in the supposed immaturity of an “impressionable” 

college student.  
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  “Excuse me,” Natalie interrupted, politely but firmly.  “I may be young and naïve 

or whatever, but my uncle, he knows what he’s talking about, and my tia [aunt], she 

knows what she’s talking about.  They’re backing me up on this.  This isn’t just because 

I’m young and idealistic, okay?”  In this moment, Natalie’s intervention not only 

harnessed the power of identifying allies; it also named the scene’s age-related 

oppressions.  Though only a few family members actually mentioned Michelle’s youth in 

the original scene, many of their voices dripped with condescension, conveying their 

sense that engaging in social activism is a folly of youth.  As Michelle, Natalie attempted 

to point out the ageism—or as one audience member put it, the dynamic of “youth versus 

age”—that structured several of the exchanges among Michelle’s family in the original 

scene.  

 Nevertheless, the other actors (those playing the relatives opposing Michelle’s 

interests) did not find Natalie’s intervention sufficiently persuasive to make a dent in 

their own characters’ entrenched opinions.  In response to Natalie’s strategy, the 

characters opposing Michelle still largely refused to relent and continued to talk over her. 

The intervention that followed Natalie’s, however, forced some of the family to yield 

more conversational “airtime” to the character.  That intervention also, as I will explain in 

the next section, raised key questions about gender, age, power, and intervening across 

identities.  
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Intervening Across Identity: Lobbying, Gender, Age, and Power 

 As we—the audience, actors, and jokers—discussed Natalie’s intervention, Drew, 

a middle-aged male participant, expressed his own preference that Michelle’s character 

focus less on pointing out allies and more on trying to “stand up” to her family:  “I was 

grateful to see the character stand up in this scene, although . . . it would have been 

stronger for me if she had really stood up to the family regardless of the support from the 

other side and shared how she felt and what she thought as an individual, regardless of 

the consequences.”  He also argued that focusing on older allies only cemented 

Michelle’s victimization, positioning her as someone who needed to be “rescued” by 

someone else (Parras Raw Footage).  As facilitators, Juhl and I invited him to express his 

critique through an intervention, rather than directing afterwards from the sidelines.  

Drew’s intervention provided an opportunity for the jokers and the audience to share key 

knowledge with the actors onstage.  The audience and jokers focused attention on how 

the performers fell into gendered norms in their improvised responses to Drew’s strategy.   

 Drew joined us onstage and took an approach much different from Natalie’s.  As 

Michelle’s father launched into his complaints about Michelle’s college activities, Drew 

interrupted him, seemingly without a second thought.  At least six feet tall, likely more, 

Drew towered over Michelle and Rosario’s seated father.  Drew’s voice, more resonant 

and booming than Natalie’s, projected over the arguments of the rest of the family, 

insisting calmly that his activism was important to him and that he would like their 

support.  He moved much farther into the father’s physical space than Natalie had 

attempted, his hands flailing close to the angry parent’s face.  The volume and force of 
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Drew’s vocal tone, as well as his physical presence, proved effective at eliciting the 

attention of the actors.  At many points throughout the scene, they yielded the floor to 

him and even listened as he spoke.  Drew argued that family relationships will be best 

served when each person supports the others’ rights to their own commitments and 

passions.   

 Several members of the audience identified Drew’s intervention as significantly 

more successful than Natalie’s.  One observer commented: 

Whereas before it was kind of like, we had this disagreement . . . but to 

say [as Drew’s intervention did] we have a disagreement; let’s talk about 

it, and, like, let’s talk about things that are deeper than this one 

disagreement, like love and the fact that we’re a family even if we have 

this disagreement—I thought that was a really successful idea (Parras Raw 

Footage). 

 I asked the other actors in the scene why they yielded to Drew’s intervention with 

comparatively little resistance.  Answering directly to Drew, Christopher Beam—an actor 

playing an uncle antagonizing Michelle about her activism—explained, “It seemed really 

effective—the way you took the offensive.  I felt like you took the wind out of my sails.” 

The actor playing Rosario (also named Rosario outside of the world of the play) agreed 

that Drew’s intervention just seemed to be “making sense” (Parras Raw Footage). 

 The discussion in the first few minutes following the intervention surprised me, 

particularly because none of the actors or the initial handful of respondents from the 

audience mentioned how Drew’s physicality or specific identity might have affected their 
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response.  They all attributed his effectiveness to choices in his tone and the content of 

his argument.  Essentially, they focused on praising his skill as a communicator, yet it 

would be difficult for Drew to have looked or sounded more different from Natalie. 

Surely such differences in performance shaped the other actors’ reception of him.  How, I 

wondered, might the identity of the spect-actor have altered their sense of whether 

Michelle effectively, to quote Beam, “took the offensive” (especially given that 

hegemony genders “taking the offensive” as masculine)?   

 I suspected that some of the spectators shared my questions and directed the 

conversation toward identity more explicitly.  I asked participants to consider to what 

extent the changes in age, size, and gender might have shaped their reception of Drew’s 

intervention as successful.  We paused briefly to discuss the possibility that our 

exploration of what makes a successful interpersonal lobbyist might overly privilege 

communication characteristics for which men are disproportionately socially rewarded. 

 As for my overall technique as facilitator in this particular discussion, however, I 

also reinforced regressive gender and age politics.  When watching Bryan Parras’ raw 

video footage of the proceedings, I was astonished to realize I had referred to Drew as 

“sir” in the very process of trying to destabilize the gender and age politics of the scene.  

To the best of my knowledge, at no other point in the proceedings did I refer to anyone as 

“sir” or “ma’am” or any other similarly deferential form of address.  That such 

unconscious language surfaced in this example only served as evidence of the hegemony 

of the social construction that younger women should be particularly deferential to older 
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men.  I defaulted to a language that disempowered myself as a joker—and particularly as 

a female joker.  

 This cross-gender, cross-age intervention raises questions about the power 

dynamics and ethics of allowing interventions across identity.  What is the value or the 

price of intervening across identity categories?  Paul Dwyer has traced the ethical 

slippery slope of Forum Theatre work in which “women were watching men show them 

how women could behave in order to avoid being oppressed—by men” (Dwyer 203).  

Ann-Elizabeth Armstrong has expressed similar ambivalence about cross-race 

interventions.  “Does the situation [of intervention],” Armstrong asks, “reinforce the 

oppression if other bodies attempt to appropriate and portray the experiences of others?  

Is an underlying message sent by these interventions that ‘if only you could behave like a 

white person in this situation then your problem would be solved?’” (179). In Drew’s 

intervention, his “success”—in comparison to Michelle’s and Natalie’s—at accessing the 

family’s attention could easily have raised a parallel question for some participants:  Is 

the underlying message of this scene and its accompanying interventions that “if only you 

could behave like a middle-aged white man, you too, could be a successful lobbyist”?  

 On the other hand, when an issue draws a diverse group of participants to a 

Forum, it becomes equally thorny for the facilitator to police who intervenes, patrolling 

the boundaries of identity.  It might, for example, be tempting to decide that men cannot 

intervene for women, especially when the dynamics of the oppression itself are gendered 

in particularly overt ways.  Yet identity categories are fluid and shifting, and identity 

itself cannot be easily pinned down via the visual and auditory information a facilitator 
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might be able to glean in brief interactions with potential spect-actors.  As Armstrong 

wonders about a Forum she witnessed, “Do we really know that the spect-actors who 

intervened were really ‘white’ since we know that visible markers of race can be 

deceiving?” (179).  If I had suggested that only women could intervene for another 

woman, would “woman” in that case have been defined by biological characteristics?  Or 

by performance of gender?  Or by some other criteria for self-identification?  It would not 

work well for a joker or an audience member to call someone an inappropriate intervener 

based on visual or auditory cues of sex or gender.  “Ocular proof” and auditory proof are 

neither practical nor ethical epistemologies for a joker to use to determine who should be 

welcome to intervene as a spect-actor (Mirzoeff 114, Gonzalez 380-393).   

 If, in fact, Michelle’s oppression by her family resulted partially from how the 

family conceived relationships between gender, age, and power, Drew’s intervention 

arguably verged on the “theatre of advice” Boal discourages.  At the same time, Drew’s 

cross-gender and cross-age intervention briefly animated radical humanism, which, 

Dolan writes, invests in the notion that the “imagination can connect us to a renewed 

understanding of our separate corporealities, can let us appreciate commonality alongside 

our new and deep understanding of difference” (Utopia 164).  While the audience did not 

initially raise gender or age as a factor in the power dynamic, I realized when watching 

the footage of the workshop a second time that both Drew and the audience nodded to the 

distance between Michelle’s and Drew’s identities during the intervention itself.  In an 

improvisational moment of Brechtian estrangement, Drew, while speaking to the family 
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as Michelle, argued that the family was not showing sufficient respect for Michelle’s 

maturity.11  

 “I’m a grown young woman . . . I can take care of myself,” Drew said as Michelle 

(Parras Raw Footage). Drew’s words halted several times at the beginning of that 

sentence, almost as though he was just realizing the cross-gender and cross-age leap he 

had made when he agreed to come onstage.  The audience responded to Drew’s 

stumbling with a gentle bubble of laughter, acknowledging the distance between Drew’s 

identity and Michelle’s identity.  The intervention and the conversation following it 

exposed potential relationships between the performance of gender and the performance 

of lobbyist skills.  The intervention itself asserted that, even if the oppression in the scene 

was more likely to be levied against a young woman, people of different identity 

locations might still want to partner with young women to brainstorm how to address that 

oppression.  Drew asserted his interest in such collaboration through his willingness to 

intervene.  In other words, the intervention implied a radical humanist belief in our 

“responsibility to each other as each other, both in our radical differences and in our 

common capacity to embrace the fullness of our potential humanity” (Dolan Utopia 

140).12  

                                                        
11 For more on arguments about how Theatre of the Oppressed can estrange or “unperform” identities, see 
Banks, Daniel. “Unperforming ‘Race’: Strategies for Reimagining Identity.” A Boal Companion: 
Dialogues on Theatre and Cultural Politics. Ed. Jan Cohen-Cruz and Mady Schutzman. New York: 
Routledge, 2006. 185-198. Print. 
12 Performance ethnography scholars Dwight Conquergood and Omi Osun Olomo/Joni L. Jones have traced 
the potential value of embodying experiences across identities, a practice undertaken by many 
ethnographers as they express and theorize the experiences of their own fieldwork through performance.  
“If people are genuinely interested in understanding culture,” Jones writes, “they must put aspects of that 
culture on and into their bodies” (Jones “Performing” 7).  She adds that ethical performance ethnography 
requires a sustained awareness of one’s own subjectivity in relation to others.  “As a form of cultural 
exchange, performance ethnography encourages everyone present to feel themselves as both familiar and 
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 Participant Christopher Beam explained that Eye & Tooth—and the scene about 

the family disagreement in particular—left him more prepared for dialogues that 

jettisoned binaries of political identity and instead embraced the potential for common 

ground.  Through exploring characters theatrically, he elaborated, he came to see them 

(and the actual people they represented) as more complex than being either progressive 

or, as he put it, “against progression” (Interview).  Beam added that he believed that 

opportunities to move beyond such binary thinking are all the more important due to 

“these times we’re in,” referring to what he sees as an especially polarized U.S. political 

climate in the past several years.  According to Beam, Eye & Tooth inspired in him 

“more of an openness” and more of an ability to conceptualize political adversaries as 

“not my enemy” (Interview).  Beam reported that, in the time between Eye & Tooth and 

my follow-up interview with him, he had already had what he found to be “more 

productive” conversations with others about the subject of the death penalty, 

conversations that acknowledged participants’ shared humanity (Interview).  

  
 
Scene 2: “House Bill 682” 

 The second Eye & Tooth Forum grew from the personal experiences of 

participant Delia Perez-Meyer.  During the workshop devising process, Perez-Meyer 

                                                        
strange, to see the truths and the gaps in their cross cultural embodiments” (Jones “Performing” 14).  I do 
not mean to suggest that intervening in a Forum Theatre event causes the same level of learning across 
identity as that approached by ethically-engaged performance ethnography.  In fact, Forum Theatre 
cultivates an even more ethically ambiguous space than performance ethnography because it invites brief 
identifications across identity and does not usually invite sustained study of the culture into which one 
might be stepping as a spect-actor.  Such ethical ambiguity is only compounded when the Forum is a one-
off event, as in cases like The Eye & Tooth Project.  
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spoke (and sculpted several images) of her stints as a witness at subcommittee meetings 

of the Texas State House and the Texas State Senate.  Perez-Meyer frequently speaks at 

such meetings on all bills related to capital punishment (not just abolition), relaying the 

details of the conditions on death row, as well as why she believes her brother was 

wrongfully convicted.  Perez-Meyer’s stories and images sparked the interest of many 

members of the workshop group; she worked with several participants to connect the 

images into a full Forum Theatre scene.  In the public performance, she played herself as 

she testified in front of the House Criminal Jurisprudence Subcommittee.  A meeting of 

that subcommittee would take place the Thursday after our performance.  Texas House 

Bill 682, which called for total abolition of the death penalty, would be the subject of the 

hearing.  

 The scene began as Perez-Meyer waited to testify and chatted with a supportive 

member of Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty (TCADP).  When Perez-Meyer 

took the stand, she launched into a kind of stump speech, the same roughly two-minute-

and-forty-five-second monologue she delivers each time she testifies.  Her tone 

deferential and polite, Perez-Meyer introduced herself and explained that she had been 

compelled to be there as the sister of a death row inmate.  She briefly detailed the murder 

of which her brother Louis had been accused, citing the evidence supporting his 

innocence.  “It was a terrible, horrible crime that my brother absolutely did not commit,” 

she concluded, before beginning to weave the larger philosophical, ethical, and practical 

problems of the death penalty into her explanation of her brother’s situation.  She 

reminded the committee of the increasing number of death row inmates whose 
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convictions have been overturned due to innocence, citing the developments in DNA 

evidence technology that have facilitated their release.  The potential for errors in both 

evidence-handling and lawyer representation, she offered, also posed big problems; she 

enumerated several of the many mistakes discovered in her brother’s case and detailed 

the difficulties her family faced because they lacked money to retain adequate counsel. 

Essentially, Perez-Meyer traced the lion’s share of the reasons for abolition, anchoring 

those reasons in her brother’s story.  In closing, she appealed once more to the 

legislators’ emotions:  “It’s just been the struggle of our lives, so I am here today in 

support of HB 682 . . . I just ask you sincerely from the bottom of my family’s hearts that 

you please take [HB 682] into consideration and that you will abolish the death penalty 

this session.”  

 Despite the poise and coherence that defined Perez-Meyer’s presentation, in this 

particular Forum Theatre scene, she was far from the center of attention.  As Perez-Meyer 

spoke, the representatives onstage were a study in undisguised apathy.  Dramaturgically 

speaking, their disconnection from her message was actually the story of the scene.  One 

representative checked messages on his cell phone (with the speaker on, presumably 

because he couldn’t hear).  Another representative got up and walked out of the hearing 

room a few sentences into Perez-Meyer’s testimony, while the colleague beside him 

chatted with a hovering House page.  Yet another subcommittee member, absorbed in her 

own thoughts, looked anywhere but at Perez-Meyer, fascinated by fiddling with a buckle 

on her shoe.  Notes passed among the committee, as did brief conversations and text 

messages.  When Perez-Meyer concluded, the head of the committee asked if any of the 
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members had questions for her, a customary inquiry at any committee or subcommittee 

testimony related to House or Senate Bills.  All of the representatives declined, some with 

casual waves of the hands to suggest, “Let’s move on” or “That’s enough.”  

 After the testimony, Perez-Meyer commiserated with the TCADP representative 

about the inattentive officials.  “It’s always so difficult.  This is the sixth time I’ve done 

this.  They never fucking listen to me! . . . I don’t know what to do anymore.  I don’t 

know how to do it anymore.”  In the scene’s coda, Perez-Meyer left the hearing only to 

encounter reporters eager to know how it “makes you feel” to have a brother on death 

row. Perez-Meyer noted such questions were common in her activist life (Parras Raw 

Footage).  

 According to Perez-Meyer, the final version of the scene indulged in a bit of 

hyperbole.  The other actors “clowned” as the legislators, overemphasizing the details 

Perez-Meyer had divulged about occasional encounters with inattentive legislative 

committee members:  “They clowned it up a little bit, but that was part of the day.  We 

were having fun, and everybody was very dramatic.”  She adds, “Generally, [the 

atmosphere during testimony is] respectful, and the audience is quiet and the legislators 

are generally listening, and there have been a couple of occasions when they really do 

lean forward and actually look you in the eye and are listening and feel what you’re 

saying” (Interview).   

 On the Thursday after the workshop, five Eye & Tooth participants (three 

workshop members—myself included—and two audience members) attended the first 

House Criminal Jurisprudence Subcommittee meeting on Capital Punishment.  The 
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hearing specifically concerned HB 682, and I watched as several of the legislators 

behaved much as they had been depicted in the Forum Theatre scene, partially listening 

but also getting up in the middle of someone’s testimony to leave the room (often 

returning with a soda), chatting quietly with legislative aids, and perusing paperwork on 

their desks.  As Perez-Meyer notes, their disrespect did not exactly match the almost 

absurd excess of the legislators in our scene, but the real-life scene came depressingly 

close.  While the committee extended moderately more attention to people speaking 

about deep personal pain and loss than they did self-identified experts and lobbyists, in 

general they demonstrated what we found to be a less-than-impressive ethics of 

engagement.  Tominey offers, “[The hearing] really showed a lot of parallels that I 

thought might have been exaggerated” (Interview).  Delia’s scene had accidentally 

captured the future with relative accuracy even as it exaggerated the past.  Workshop 

participant Tracy Medberry recalls, “There were people who had very poignant stories, 

and [the legislators] were like, ssssshhh [mimicking the swishing sound of twisting off 

the top of a plastic soda bottle], open up a bottle, walk across the room, and not paying a 

bit of attention.”  I, too, was struck by the quotidian activities the committee members 

attempted while “listening” to delicate testimony.  Suddenly the sound of the crack and 

fizz of a Coke can opening took on epic proportions.  

 We were surprised by the inopportune moments the legislators would often 

choose to reckon with food or drink cravings or to hammer out the details of their next 

meeting.  Such transactions often occurred during heart-wrenching testimonies about 

murdered friends or relatives, difficult paths to reconciliation between victims’ families 
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and perpetrators’ families, or elaborations of wrongful convictions.  Intentionally or not, 

most of the subcommittee performed gestures that implied some version of the following: 

“We’re multi-tasking here, and we’re waiting for you to be compelling enough to require 

our full attention.”  Their faces telegraphed, “I’d rather be doing something else” 

(Medberry Interview).  In other words, Perez-Meyer’s scene reasonably approximated 

some of the obstacles someone testifying before a house or senate subcommittee might 

face (Kush 175).  Performing that scene as Forum Theatre opened the possibility for 

spect-actors to rehearse approaches to those obstacles.13  

 

Intervening in “HB 682”: Rehearsing and Analyzing Encounters with Legislators 

 We had time for only one intervention into Perez-Meyer’s scene, along with an 

extended discussion.  The spect-actor looked to be roughly Perez-Meyer’s age.  When the 

representatives began to let their attention drift during her speech, the spect-actor version 

of Perez-Meyer began to single them out by addressing certain statements directly to 

                                                        
13 Perez-Meyer also commented on the irony that her experience testifying after Eye & Tooth included 
more of those obstacles than usual. What initially—on the night of the performance—seemed to her like 
hyperbole by her fellow actors playing the legislators suddenly felt more accurate to her as well: “I actually 
went to the legislative session, and by the time it was my turn to get up and speak, everybody had walked 
away except one person, and he was the newest member on the Criminal Jurisprudence committee, and, 
you know, he was like a deer in the headlights. Look, he didn’t know anything about the death penalty, and 
we’re coming to him with thirty years of death penalty information, and ready to fight against the death 
penalty, and to have this body, this legislative body assist us in passing a bill . . . [H]e was just sitting there 
with this blank look on his face, and so it was just ironic that we had just done the play about that—that 
they get up and they leave, and they don’t pay attention and they talk . . . and the head of the Criminal 
Jurisprudence committee had scheduled himself in another meeting so he wasn’t even present. He came in, 
excused himself. He went across the hall, and then everybody else left and just left that one kid there by 
himself. And . . . we could have been talking to a puppy, and so when I got out of there, I was like ‘Oh, my 
God, that was the Eye & Tooth project, you know?’ This is so ironic, and it just infuriated me . . . It was 
just so weird” (Interview). 
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individuals.  There were no plaques indicating the representatives’ names, so the spect-

actor identified them by their clothing:  

And so, representative in the blue shirt, I would really like to tell you that 

my brother is innocent because, sir, I’m not sure that you understand the 

details of his story, and I’d really like to lay those out for you  . . . And 

ma’am in the brown shirt . . . Sir, I don’t know if you’ve ever had the 

experience . . . (Parras Raw Footage) 

One of the representatives, apparently not intimidated by the spect-actor’s tactics, 

answered the ringing cell phone.  “I’ll go ahead and wait until you’re done,” the spect-

actor challenged, her tone chipper but pinched.  The committee chair broke in, reminding 

her that she had three minutes only, regardless of how she used that time, so the spect-

actor version of Perez-Meyer began to talk again.  When the representative ended his 

telephone call, the spect-actor called attention to his absence from the conversation: 

“Thank you so much, sir!”  By that point, some legislators appeared moderately more 

interested as a result of her approach; others seemed no more engaged than before.  Juhl 

and I ended the intervention (Parras Raw Footage). 

 Our assembly voiced differing opinions about the intervention’s efficacy—or the 

extent to which it would be possible given the lopsided power dynamics of a public 

hearing at the capitol.  The Eye & Tooth Project’s strength was not that the interventions 

amounted to a definite answer about what to do in any given case.  Instead, the 

interventions and discussion constantly negotiated about what the most effective actions 

might be, depending on the context.  As a longtime death penalty activist, Allison Dieter 
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found the intervention compelling.  She called it “extremely successful,” adding, “I’ve 

never seen anybody do that [speak directly to the legislators not paying attention] at a 

hearing, and they should!”  Audience member Claire Canavan appreciated how the spect-

actor used the space, directing her body more forcefully toward the person whose 

attention she was trying to elicit.  As for one of the actors playing the legislators, he 

affirmed that her methods accomplished her desired goals, at least as far as he was 

concerned:  “You got my attention.”  

 Perez-Meyer, while she found the intervention amusing, chafed at the suggestion 

that she should address legislators as the spect-actor did:  “We have a certain space where 

we have to stand, and I think it would be considered disrespectful to tell [the legislators] 

to get off of the phone and to pay attention . . . I’ve never been that aggressive”  (Parras 

Raw Footage).  Grassroots advocacy consultant Christopher Kush, who specializes in 

health research-related lobbying, echoes Perez-Meyer’s assessment.  He includes 

“chastising” lawmakers for “not paying attention” high on his list of legislative advocacy 

“Don’ts.” He advises: “Deliver your statement without interruption no matter what is 

happening on the dais” (183). Kush’s advice raises a question to which I will return at 

more length in the conclusion of this dissertation:  When is it more or less productive to 

cull the instincts of those who might not be classified as “experts”?  When might it be 

unproductive for a project to rehearse strategies that feel satisfying but might not reflect 

the reality of constraints that testifying lobbyists will encounter?   

 The discussion of the intervention illuminated one of the challenges of Forum 

Theatre when an actual participant’s story (rather than a composite from several stories) 
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serves as the germ of the scene:  how to encourage interventions or discussions that avoid 

implying that spect-actors are “better” than the original protagonist at confronting the 

oppression being examined.  Having to witness others “correct” one’s approach to a 

problem can lead the real-life protagonist to feel doubly oppressed and frustrated.  Perez-

Meyer recalls:  

You know, it was an interesting experience.  I had never done that before. 

I had never been interrupted when I’m onstage, and I’m, you know . . . we 

grew up in a musical family, and we’re used to being onstage, and I wasn’t 

used to somebody coming up to me and saying ‘No, you’re doing this all 

wrong, and this is the way it’s supposed to be.’ And then she, the spect-

actor, started bitchin’ out the legislators, you know?  Well . . . that’s 

exactly the way I feel, and that’s exactly the way I would have wanted to 

do it . . . However, that is just not the reality.  You have to be respectful 

when you are in these legislative sessions, or they will kick you out, and 

you won’t get to discuss what it is you’re going to discuss, you know?  So 

[the intervention] was a little bit out of reality (Interview).  

 Boal tended to discourage the use of any one person’s story as the backbone of a 

scene, perhaps partly because his vision for Forum Theatre was that the initial scene 

should be regarded as an “anti-model” and the protagonist should be viewed as having 

made an inadequate first effort to address the problem at hand: 

The original solutions proposed by the protagonist . . . must contain at the 

very least one political and social ‘error’ which will be analysed [sic] 
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during the forum session.  These errors must be expressed and carefully 

rehearsed, in well-defined situations (Games 242).  

David Diamond also discourages use of the participants’ own stories, precisely so 

participants will not have to feel so rigorously critiqued each time a spect-actor 

intervenes in their place (Theatre 242).  

 When some of the audience members’ discussions began to evolve into implied 

criticism of Perez-Meyer, Juhl and I tried to refocus the discussion.  I suggested that we 

focus on the strengths of every approach, rather than focusing on how each intervention 

was superior to the protagonist’s original efforts.  While participants were more sensitive 

with their language after that, the damage had already been done, so to speak.  Perez-

Meyer had already been made uncomfortable.  Months later, when Perez-Meyer admitted 

that watching other people intervene in her own life circumstances made her feel more 

uneasy than she had expected, I began to re-examine our impulse to allow the participants 

to break with Boalian tradition and use a participant’s own experiences in such intimate 

detail and with such fidelity to her reality.  

 Perez-Meyer and the other participants, however, had wanted to create such a 

scene.  To what extent would discouraging the scene have been unnecessarily—even 

oppressively—paternalistic of Juhl or myself?  Or, rather, could such a discouragement 

have helped anticipate a problem that some participants themselves might not have been 

able to foresee, due to their relative lack of experience with Forum Theatre?  Ultimately, 

both Juhl and I believe we made a mistake by allowing Perez-Meyer’s story to be 

performed, at least through the lens of Forum Theatre (Juhl Interview).  That does not 
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mean that we believe elements of a person’s actual life should not be presented.  Forum 

Theatre, after all, aims to be applicable to reality.  If we had the workshop and 

performance to do over again, we would approach the “material” Perez-Meyer shared in 

one of two ways.  In the first option, we would proceed with a scene about testifying in 

front of the committee, but change some of the details of the story so that it would 

become more of a composite scene, one that drew on other participants’ experiences and 

research as well.  That option could have allowed us to retain the component of 

participants intervening and practicing testimony, but not at quite such personal cost to 

Perez-Meyer.  Furthermore, if we had proceeded with that plan, we would have suggested 

Perez-Meyer not play herself, to try to avoid the experience of the oppressed person 

being literally replaced.  Juhl mentions the second option:  We could have suggested that 

Perez-Meyer’s story of testifying be performed not as Forum, but as an introductory or 

closing scene before or after the Forum.  That approach could make the scene a topic of 

conversation but not a site of intervention.   

 The issues of Perez-Meyer’s experience of the event not withstanding, the 

intervention in the HB 682 scene drew productive discussion about Forum Theatre’s 

potential for activists to develop skills through performance.  One audience member 

thought the intervention into Perez-Meyer’s scene exemplified Forum Theatre as ripe for 

activist “co-training”:  

I think it’s very difficult to develop the skill to be aggressive, for many of 

us who have been involved in public . . . issues that are controversial.  It’s 

taken time even for us to develop a voice, so I don’t know—I think we try 
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to do it in group meetings or collaboratively between friends.  It’d be 

really good to have an intensive [where we could say]:  ‘Okay, you’re in 

the hot seat right now, and we’re gonna help you, and we love you, and 

we’re gonna make you feel uncomfortable so you know how to react 

[when challenged by the atmosphere of a legislative hearing] (Parras Raw 

Footage).  

The speaker added that she thought that doing Forum Theatre with scenes like Perez-

Meyer’s would help participants figure out “how to develop that aggressiveness, how to 

know when to use it.”  

 The word “aggression” raised some figurative antennae, returning us to questions 

and anxieties about lobbying as a gendered performance.  To some audience members, 

the woman’s choice of words signified gendered double standards of public behavior. 

One woman, several decades older than the previous speaker, shot her hand up:  “We’re 

back to this ‘if it’s the woman doing it, it’s aggressive.’  It’s ‘assertive’ might be the word 

we want put in there.”  She went on to lament feeling forced to couple assertiveness with 

smiling during her own lobbying experiences at the capitol.  She talked about how 

women—often socialized into “politeness” more intensely than men—might face 

especially competing imperatives when trying to make waves in a predominantly 

masculine government space (Parras Raw Footage).  

 While the protagonist and intervening spect-actors and their actions were often 

the center of attention, embodying other characters also proved illuminating.  Rosario 

Martinez, for example, noted that the chance to play an antagonistic legislator prompted 
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her to begin to think in more nuanced ways about the legislators’ reception of testimony 

and how one might try to bridge the “disconnect” between citizens and “these authority 

figures we’ve elected.”  Even seemingly ancillary characters sparked brainstorming. 

Spectator Lynn Hoare said that, had there been time for more interventions, she would 

have intervened on behalf of one of the reporters who appear at the end of the scene, 

showing how media representatives are often in a position to be key allies for legislative 

witnesses who feel ignored by a committee or subcommittee.  Hoare explained, “I wanted 

to intervene for one of the press corps and encourage the rest of the press to capture what 

[the apathetic legislators] were doing and either put it up on the web or in a story . . . 

Let’s capture what’s happening and how they’re responding.” She hoped that cultivating 

reporters as allies would lead to increased public scrutiny of legislators’ behavior at 

hearings.  Hoare verbally traced the actions she would have embodied in a full 

intervention, building on the shared knowledge in the room while adapting to the 

project’s time restraints.    

    

Rehearsing From One’s Seat: Participating (Or Not) Without Intervening 

 At the Eye & Tooth Forum, we had more people raising their hands to be spect-

actors than we had time to invite onstage.  Many participants felt comfortable 

participating in such a public way.  Others felt less able to do so.  Audience member 

Martín Zimmerman reminded me how, as an epistemology, Forum Theatre privileges 

extroverts.  As a self-identified introvert, Zimmerman was not necessarily opposed to 

rehearsing strategies for lobbying, but he did not like doing so while “being watched” 
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(Interview).  “Because I didn’t have any desire to intervene, I didn’t think of any 

interventions.” He added, “I feel like it might be interesting to look at the ways in which 

Theatre of the Oppressed can use strategies to make introverts more comfortable in 

intervening or having their voices heard” (Interview).  Zimmerman’s feedback suggests 

that Legislative Theatre might address the needs of both extroverts and introverts more 

effectively if the Forum happened in a workshop context only, with no audience other 

than the participants who have been working together over a longer span of time.  In 

contrast, other spectators expressly indicated that their discomfort with performing in 

front of a large audience did not foreclose their impulse to generate ideas.  Participant 

Maggie Tominey, for example, shared her ideas for interventions with Kavich, who sat 

next to her at the performance.  They both recalled moments when they critiqued the 

intervention, identifying to one another how they might have staged it differently.  They 

appreciated that the Forum allowed for multiple modes of participation.  The ability to 

choose whether or not to intervene suited them as first-time Forum Theatre-goers.  

 

Estranging Ignorance and Building Knowledge 

 Tominey and Kavich both mentioned that part of their reticence to intervene arose 

from their perception that they lacked sufficient expertise about the death penalty.  

Kavich said, “I think maybe I felt like, while I liked that there were people who were part 

of these organizations and stuff, I just felt I wasn’t knowledgeable enough to intervene, I 

guess.  And I didn’t want to go up there and look stupid, I guess, because it’s not 

something I’ve researched and looked into a lot” (Interview).  In the process of building 
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lobbyist social networks, which likely include longtime activists as well as first-time 

activists, hierarchies of expertise will assert themselves (just as they did, for example, in 

Practicing Democracy).  Those hierarchies might prompt some new members of a group 

to feel excluded.  For others, the experience of encountering the limitations of their own 

knowledge can propel them to research after the performance.  Tominey fell into that 

category.  She explained that, had she done some cursory internet research about the 

death penalty prior to attending, she “would have felt more comfortable intervening” 

(Interview).  Several participants noted that the Forum helped them begin to realize the 

extent of their ignorance on the death penalty.  Legislative Theatre can estrange the gaps 

in one’s knowledge, rendering them legible as gaps.  

 Eye & Tooth also began to bridge some knowledge gaps.  In addition to the 

Forum itself as a site of knowledge-building, the post-show panel and tables of pamphlets 

furnished statistics, personal narratives, and other answers to frequently asked questions 

about abolition.  The post-show panel connected audience members with people with 

concrete suggestions for lobbying and individuals with intimate personal stories of the 

life experiences that compelled them to abolition.  Robert Hoelscher, whose father was 

murdered when Robert was a young boy, explained the arduous journey that brought him 

to the cause of abolition, and he offered perspective about how to approach discussing 

abolition with those who have lived through the trauma of a loved one’s murder.  Perez-

Meyer elaborated on the story of her brother’s conviction and emphasized, from her 

perspective, the emotional impact of the death penalty on families of the accused.  
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 According to Tominey, hearing individual narratives after the performance 

reminded her to pay attention to details when communicating with anyone about the 

death penalty:  “It made me realize that each case is different” (Interview).  Several of us, 

myself included, were particularly engrossed by Perez-Meyer’s account.  In the twelve 

years her brother Louis has been on death row, she has not once been able to touch him. 

Not once.  No member of her family has been able to make any physical contact with 

Louis whatsoever.  The Perez family communicates from opposite sides of thick glass. 

Despite my own obvious investment in the Forum process, Perez-Meyer mentioning the 

enforced physical distance between her and her “little” brother was actually the most 

memorable, influential moment of Eye & Tooth for me, as it was for Zimmerman and 

Tominey.  Nausea flooded me as I thought immediately of my own brother, with whom I 

am extremely close.  Tominey had a similarly visceral response, her mind darting to her 

own sibling.  Zimmerman felt drawn to the larger moral implications of Perez-Meyer’s 

account:  “I think the idea of someone on death row not being able to touch someone 

struck me as particularly cruel and unusual” (Interview).  

 While the death penalty and death row conditions are in some respects discreet 

topics, Perez-Meyer’s narrative during the panel was a crucial performance in the larger 

project of Eye & Tooth.  It spoke to her brother’s humanity.  As a brother who cannot 

hug his sister, Louis Castro Perez (at least as embodied by Delia Perez-Meyer) defies a 

reading that reduces him to the crime for which he was convicted.  In lieu of her brother 

actually appearing at Eye & Tooth, Perez-Meyer functioned as an incomplete proxy, 

evoking his urgent mortality as she expressed her longing to touch his actual flesh.  
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 Of course, death penalty advocates might suggest that physical isolation from 

loved ones is what Louis Castro Perez deserves.  Those in the room that night, however, 

were largely pro-abolition, or at least interested in learning more about a pro-abolition 

stance.  We wanted a space for those already open to the abolition cause to get together 

to build and refine their strategies and tactics.  Perez-Meyer’s story attached the abolition 

cause to flesh-and-blood people, which was particularly important for participants who 

knew few individuals affected by the practice of the death penalty.  

 Connecting with the stories of individuals, fictional and non-fictional, led some 

participants to feel less alienated from the topic of the death penalty, the implications of 

which can be difficult to grasp (Beam Interview).  “So many of these issues just can be so 

huge,” offers Christopher Beam.  “One way I react to that is just to, you know, kind of 

check out or distance myself . . . I’ve got to find some way of breaking it down” 

(Interview).  Collaborating in the project’s verbal and embodied discussions helped Beam 

isolate practical, tangible ways he could participate in trying to shift the terms of the 

death penalty debate.  

 

But It’s Fun (?): Pleasures of In-Character Collective Investigation  
 
  For Perez-Meyer, the weekend of Eye & Tooth was “physically and emotionally 

exhausting.”  At the risk of stating the obvious, if our workshop group is any indication, 

dwelling in the details of the death penalty (and the uphill battle against it in Texas) will 

likely be upsetting for many people, but particularly those who stand to lose personally if 

capital punishment continues.  In addition to the stress of participating, Perez-Meyer 
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sacrificed a lot to be with us:  her standing weekend visit with her brother on death row. 

She observes that tradition enthusiastically and with deep dedication, despite the two-

hundred-mile, four-hour drive from her home in Austin to Livingston, the East Texas 

location of all male inmates on the state’s death row.  Despite the personal costs, Perez-

Meyer was pleased to find that the workshop was also “fun.”  I was surprised to discover 

that Legislative Theatre might fulfill a function I had not anticipated:  it can allow those 

who spend their lives pursuing legislative change on a loved one’s behalf to participate in 

a theatre ensemble without guilt.  Perez-Meyer recalls how her brother’s sentencing to 

death row changed her relationship to the arts:  

Well, you know, it’s funny, before all this happened, I was really into the 

arts, and I loved theatre and music and taught it . . . And so when this 

occurred, I felt like I had to give up all of my interests and, you know, my 

fun things, and that I had to focus solely on my brother’s case.  And so for 

ten years, that’s all I’ve done is just fight for my brother (Interview). 

 By combining Perez-Meyer’s abolition work with theatre, Eye & Tooth allowed 

her to engage in art that expressly sought her activist goals.  She could appear onstage 

again, outside of the context of a rally speech, yet still feel connected to her brother 

through the work of using theatre to recruit and train other citizen lobbyists.  Though she 

portrayed herself in the hearing scene, she portrayed other characters (a chanting 

protestor and Rosario and Michelle’s mother) in the family scene.  She enjoyed briefly 

stepping into other identities while still working toward the legislative change on which 

her brother’s life literally depends.  Throughout the workshop and the Forum, she 
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experienced the moments of levity that often attend a rehearsal process, as a group tries to 

get an improvised scene up on its feet and laughs at itself in the process.  As a result of 

(and yet also in spite of) the gravity of its topic, Eye & Tooth brought Perez-Meyer 

pleasure.  For longtime citizen lobbyists like her, who may have relinquished their leisure 

time or their artistic joy to their cause, Legislative Theatre facilitates a playful version of 

their everyday activism. 

  Kavich also called the Forum “fun,” though she paused on the word and 

mentioned that using it in relation to the death penalty felt inappropriate.  She had been 

reticent to intervene in her first Forum, but she looked toward future Forums on the 

subject.  Pursuing her activist goals—in the persona of someone else—appealed to her.  

If I was to act in one of those scenes, it would be, like, my true beliefs and 

opinions, I’m saying them, but I’m not just saying them as Anna Kavich. 

I’m saying them as whoever I want to say them as, and I feel like it’s a lot 

easier to be forward with your opinions when you’re not having to be 

yourself.  I could be anyone, and I could take on any kind of role, but be 

able to portray what I really believe (Interview).  

Forum Theatre offers the “cover” of character for those who have been socialized not to 

be forthcoming about their political opinions.  Many U.S. Americans may have difficulty 

shedding their fear of talking about politics, in part because of the ubiquitous statement of 

the so-called “three things one should never talk about in polite company,” usually 

identified as some combination of politics, sex, religion, and money.  
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Conclusion: Not Enough 
 
 As a one-off event, Eye & Tooth contributed to the abolition cause in relatively 

small ways.  As expected, HB 682 received a hearing and then promptly stalled for the 

remainder of the 81st Legislative Session, languishing in committee.  Nonetheless, in the 

incremental process of lobbying, Texas Coalition to Abolish the Death Penalty considers 

the hearing a victory.  Eye & Tooth had a modest impact in terms of inspiring some 

participants to attend the hearing.  We also used the opportunity of the performance to 

gather signatures for an Amnesty International petition for abolition. 

 For four of Eye & Tooth’s participants, Tracy Medberry and myself, as well as 

audience members Anna Kavich and Maggie Tominey, the project propelled us from our 

version of a legislative hearing (the Forum Theatre event at The Off Center) to the actual 

hearing for HB 682.  Three of us—Kavich, Tominey, and myself—had never been to a 

legislative hearing before.  Perez-Meyer was at the meeting as well, though she has 

attended all hearings relevant to the death penalty since her brother’s sentencing to death 

row.  At the hearing, all of us registered our support for HB 682 officially by signing 

affidavits and remaining as audience.  One can also show support or opposition by 

signing up to testify.  For all of us but Perez-Meyer, we opted to be spectators for that 

first time hearing experience and to learn more about how committees work.  Merely 

showing up to a legislative hearing is arguably a relatively banal form of activism, but 

physically appearing in the room and getting one’s support on the record is still 

efficacious.  It signals public attention to a policy issue.  In this case, it marked resistance 

to the current hegemony of Texas’s pro-death penalty stance.  In addition, the hearing 
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brought many people who support similar issues into shared public spaces, increasing 

opportunities for networking on a common cause.  

 When I interviewed Tracy Medberry two months after Eye & Tooth, she reported 

that she had already gone to the capitol three more times (since the performance) to sign 

affidavits related to various bills.  “Now,” Medberry declares, “I want to get more 

involved and just put my name on everything because sooner or later people are gonna 

start listening” (Interview).  Like Medberry, I experienced a similar uptick in my own 

trips to the capitol after Eye & Tooth.  Coincidentally, a month after the project, I 

received a request from a lobbying group to testify at a hearing in support of a bill 

completely unrelated to the death penalty, but on a subject that required me to talk about 

a challenging, emotionally charged experience in my own life.  It was time for me to, as 

Medberry would say, “go against the committee” (Interview).  Witnessing Perez-Meyer’s 

enactment of emotionally-charged subcommittee testimony, along with the actual 

testimonies at the Criminal Jurisprudence subcommittee hearing, left me more prepared 

for the atmosphere of the hearing room than I would have been otherwise.  

 As one of many tools for advocating abolition, Legislative Theatre has a part to 

play, at least with those wanting to rehearse approaches to citizen lobbying.  Medberry 

proposed a future Forum explicitly devoted only to rehearsals of what it’s like to “go up 

against the committee” (Interview).  Of testifying, she said, “I know that there’s some 

level of acting in that.  There is some level of theatre, you know?  Why do some people 

pay attention . . . to some people and not to other people?”  Though Legislative Theatre 

actors are (usually) not legislators, they can at least provide insight about their own 
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responses to the word choice, tone, and blocking embodied by the spect-actor.  What 

grabs their attention?  What makes them sympathetic to the speaker?  What tactics repel 

them or bore them?  Some of that feedback can be offered in character, through 

improvised performance.  Additional feedback can then be offered in the discussion that 

follows the intervention.   

 The fight for abolition will continue to be multi-pronged, with the need for “going 

at it from all directions” (Perez-Meyer Interview).  Legislative Theatre (in the structure of 

Forum Theatre) is of course an imperfect tool.  Its parameters fit some applications better 

than others.  For example, a Forum Theatre scene depicting the actual horror of execution 

would never be viable for interventions. What would the spect-actor do?  Stage a coup 

and stop the lethal injection?  Successfully beg the governor for a last minute reprieve 

from the execution observation gallery?  Both would be unlikely as strategies.  Any 

intervention at that point would be sheer “magic.”   

 Other risks accompany Forum Theatre dramaturgy as well.  As Perez-Meyer’s 

scene attested, using any one person’s actual story can carry an emotional cost, at times 

reinforcing the oppression or powerlessness a person feels in relation to their previous 

attempts to address a problem.  Also, depending on the identity of the intervener, identity 

categories can be transgressed in both generative and destructive ways.  

 Essentially, Eye & Tooth functioned as a teaser, a short advertisement of how 

citizens might harness Forum Theatre as a lobbying tool.  It also whetted appetites for 

continued activism on the death penalty.  Perez-Meyer wished the project could exist on a 

much larger scale, with “thousands and thousands of people” (Interview).  Allison Dieter 
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wanted a future Forum to pan out to include more characters so participants could “get a 

fuller picture” of the social matrix of the capital punishment system, including 

prosecutors, judges, law enforcement officers, etc.  Several participants awaited the 

future of Eye & Tooth—or the chance to participate in something else like it.  John 

Sullivan and I continue to investigate possibilities for future performances. 

 The cause of death penalty abolition is urgent.  For Legislative Theatre to rise to 

its full potential for contributing to the cause in any substantial way, it would need to be 

staged more often, regularly, in sustainable communities of activists that can grow 

together and continue to diversify in a variety of ways.  Under those conditions, a more 

sophisticated body of knowledge can be built together over time.  Interventions can 

become more nuanced—pushing the imagination to find increasingly crafty ways to 

subvert an entrenched political and legal tradition.  As with the Omaha workshop in 

Chapter Two, The Eye & Tooth Project reveals what cannot be done in a one-time, 

relatively short workshop as much as it shows what can be done in that amount of time.  

 But that possibility of what can be done, what could be done, compels Perez-

Meyer.  Her brother is running out of appeals.  She and her family face the likelihood of 

his impending death every day: 

I don’t want to have to see him executed, the way they execute ‘em.  I just 

don’t want to have to watch that, but, you know, that’s the reality of it.  

We already told him that we would be there, and we have to face that.  On 

the other hand, we have to fight it as much as we can and not think about it 

and not go there--and just fight, you know?  I mean, something has got to 
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give in this case.  The truth is going to come out someday.  I just don’t 

want it to be after he’s dead, like has happened so many times, you know? 

(Interview). 

Perez-Meyer finds herself balancing that expectation of the worst with hope for each 

abolition project she participates in:  “We expect a miracle, you know, and I think the 

miracle is gonna happen in something like this, The Eye & Tooth Project.  Somebody, 

somewhere—it’s gonna change their mind, they’re gonna call their senator, the senators 

are gonna stop bullshit” (Interview).  Perez-Meyer’s emotional investment in such a 

silver bullet might prove wishful thinking, but the possibility of wish fulfillment 

continues to power her rigorous work toward abolition:  

My brother [his conviction] was the epitome of the wrong place at the 

wrong time.  It’s costing him his life.  It’s costing him dearly his life, and, 

you know, I feel that it’s important that we continue to speak out and fight 

against the death penalty, educate people, and that someday, you know, 

we’ll stop this killing.  Someday, you know. 
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Conclusion 
 

On Expertise and Legislative Theatre 

 
We don’t go say, “We brought here this play for you.”  We ask them to 
write a play about their own needs . . . We are specialists in theatre; we are 
not specialists in their lives.  They know their lives. 
   
   —Augusto Boal, on Legislative Theatre1 
 
I feel like such a hypocrite sometimes, because I don't want democracy for 
everyone.  There, I said it. 
 
   —Michael Mitchell, Austin-based playwright2 

 
 
 This dissertation, like any, has been intimately shaped by the moment and place 

of its writing.  In this case, it feels particularly influenced by my relationship to U.S. 

politics in the twenty-first century.  For a few months of my writing process (the bulk of 

which took place from April 2008 to March 2010), I wasn’t sure I believed in Legislative 

Theatre’s usefulness anymore.  This crisis of faith arose in the fall of 2009, when the 

United States was just concluding what MSNBC cable network television commentator 

(and health care scholar) Rachel Maddow dubbed a “summer of screaming.”  The 

evocative tag referred to the divisive response to the rollout of President Barack Obama’s 

health care reform agenda.   In particular, at that point, “summer of screaming” connoted 

the vitriolic battles related to the possible passage of some version of a “public option,” a 

government-run health care insurance plan citizens could choose if they had no insurance 

                                                        
1 Boal shared these thoughts at the close of the Legislative Theatre performance in Omaha City Council 
Chambers, May 22, 2008.  
2 See Michael Mitchell, “Democracy,” Squirrels in the Attic, Blogger.com, 30 June 2009,  Web, 1 July 
2009. 
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or were dissatisfied with their private insurers.  Throughout the summer and early fall of 

2009, across the nation many members of the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives 

held town hall meetings.  Most of these meetings featured a combination of politicians 

speaking at the microphone about their stances on health care reform, citizens sharing 

their own opinions on the matter, and politicians responding to the questions and 

contributions of citizen participants.  

 The news coverage of many of these town hall meetings was depressing.  In video 

clip after video clip on network, cable, and online news, I watched as gatherings of fellow 

U.S. citizens and elected officials ignited into viciousness and sometimes even fisticuffs, 

with emotions always appearing to be at or exceeding explosive levels.  It did not so 

much seem remarkable to me that emotions ran high in these news clips.  Obviously 

networks picked only the juiciest, most polarizing footage, which no doubt occasionally 

exaggerated the sense of mayhem for the viewers.  I also found it understandable that 

many people would be upset as the nation considers its course on a domestic issue that 

involves matters of literal life and death.  

 What did feel remarkable in the footage from these town hall meetings, however, 

was the level of ignorance and cruelty often displayed by participants.  For example, at a 

late August meeting held at a New Jersey middle school by Democratic Congressman 

Frank Pallone, participants often focused on shouting down others rather than on learning 

from one another (or the congressman) through any meaningful dialogue.  The impulse 

not to let others speak appeared to cross party lines and multiple positions on health care 

reform, though the anti-reform voices stuck out in terms of their especially high level of 
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antagonism and, frankly, a penchant for spreading blatant misinformation (Weiner). 

When one woman shared her economic and health woes (and how they were related) at 

the microphone, one of her fellow citizens shouted out, “It’s your fault!”  The neo-liberal 

message was implicit (well, actually pretty explicit):  The government is not responsible 

for keeping you healthy; you must have made bad choices if you are struggling like you 

are.  Another tearful pro-reform speaker, suffering from multiple auto-immune diseases, 

encountered similar heckling.  A large crowd of attendees, sprinkled all over the room, 

booed and yelled over her attempts to articulate her position and her concerns (Weiner). 

Many of the anti-reform supporters interviewed at this event explained their position 

against “ObamaCare” (the popular pejorative) by reiterating a well-rehearsed lie that had 

been circulating around the country during the summer:  that President Obama and those 

supporting health care reform wanted to establish a “death panel.”  

 The term “death panel,’ popularized through its usage by former Alaska Governor 

and former U.S. Vice Presidential Candidate Sarah Palin and Iowa Senator Charles 

“Chuck” Grassley, is shorthand for the “stubborn yet false rumor that President Obama’s 

health care proposals would create government-sponsored ‘death panels’ to decide which 

patients were worthy of living” (Rutenberg and Calmes). The New York Times (and many 

other news outlets) disproved the rumor, as did the text of the health care reform 

legislation itself.3  The notion of the death panel had no merit, and yet it shaped so much 

                                                        
3 Jim Rutenberg and Jackie Calmes of the The New York Times describe the “death panel” rumor 
phenomenon: “There is nothing in any of the legislative proposals that would call for the creation of death 
panels or any other governmental body that would cut off care for the critically ill as a cost-cutting 
measure. But over the course of the past few months, early, stated fears from anti-abortion conservatives 
that Mr. Obama would pursue a pro-abortion, pro-euthanasia agenda, combined with twisted accounts of 
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of our national discourse on health care reform.  Many people at the town hall meetings 

believed in it.  Some of my own family members internalized it, too, and feared reform as 

a result.  Worse, all of that anxiety about the impending “death panels” led throngs of 

citizens to pressure their elected officials to block desperately-needed health care reform. 

 It is a tired observation that many citizens vote or otherwise participate in politics 

from a relatively un-informed stance.  For whatever reason, however, I had a particularly 

visceral response to the stalling of our national health care debate.  In that context, sad 

and angry about such inhumane communication between citizens (and about the power of 

lies stated as facts), I started to lose my zeal for my research on (and practice of) 

Legislative Theatre.  I indulged in some elitism, thinking privately that maybe citizens 

making themselves heard is not—at the risk of cliché—all it is cracked up to be.  If this 

was democracy, I was unimpressed.  Put another way by my equally frustrated pro-

reform friend, Austin-based playwright Michael Mitchell, “I don’t want democracy for 

everyone.  There, I said it” (“Democracy”).  Sure, I might get frustrated with the poor 

decisions made by elected officials, but from where, exactly, had I gotten the idea that 

listening to constituents would necessarily lead to social justice or to ethical legislation?  

I am by no means arguing that there should be a litmus test of any kind for participation 

in a democracy (although citizenship exams are nothing if not that).  Instead I am trying 

to explain what prompted me to realize that Legislative Theatre, if not carefully framed, 

could contribute to a mentality that citizens need only look inward, to their own 

                                                        
actual legislative proposals that would provide financing for optional consultations with doctors about 
hospice care and other “end of life” services, fed the rumor to the point where it overcame the debate.”  
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experiences and opinions, when deciding what policies they want to propose, support, or 

oppose.  In other words, by suggesting there is value in constructing citizens as experts, 

am I participating in the devaluing of specialized knowledge?  

 As I considered my answer, I reflected on my research process.  I began this 

project under the premise that a society will always benefit from the expansion of the 

ways citizens can participate in decision-making.  As I began to identify parallels 

between the work of think tanks and the work of Legislative Theatre, I was inspired by 

how theorizing Legislative Theatre as a think tank constructs citizens as experts, 

acknowledging that citizens’ everyday experiences as legislated bodies gives them 

specialized knowledge that should be relevant to policy deliberation.  Think tanks often 

base their claims to expertise on the notion that their scholars are “detached” or 

“rational,” not swayed by emotions or their own interests.  Of course, no expert ever 

sheds his or her body or emotions, and “rationality” is often mere code for living up to 

the expectations of the hegemonic forces in any given context, e.g. embodying an 

impossibly disembodied whiteness, behaving “like men” (whatever that means), being 

“civilized,” doing what “reasonable” people do.  Premising expertise on rationality 

allows experts to circle the wagons, preserving power for those who have historically 

defined rationality in their own interest.   

 Legislative Theatre performs a critique of that construction of expertise, 

dethroning “rationality” by implying that embodied knowledge (in all its affective 

richness) has its place in the sphere of policy deliberation.  Still, Legislative Theatre can 

also dance dangerously close to devaluing the specialized knowledge of those who have 
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devoted their lives to studying a particular issue.  It can evoke a “go-from-your-gut” 

notion of knowledge production of the sort valorized in a particularly high-profile way in 

recent U.S. politics by many public figures.  George W. Bush and Sarah Palin are just 

two examples of politicians who have very publicly and strategically endorsed that mode 

of knowledge production (which has been satirized relentlessly by television personality 

Stephen Colbert).4  This “go-from-your-gut” version of populism pits “everyday” or 

“ordinary folks” against “elites” or “experts,” casting as class-based oppressions a) the 

application of specialized education and b) the insistence on evidence for claims.  That 

kind of disposition toward knowledge production, at its most pernicious, facilitates the 

circulation of “facts” like the supposedly looming “death panels.”  It equates belief with 

evidence. 

  How, then, might Legislative Theatre assert the expertise of citizen participants 

while not glossing over the need for other kinds of expertise and specialized knowledge? 

For all my ambivalence about Theatre of the Oppressed, Boal’s own words have helped 

as I have tried to formulate my own answer to that question.  As I recalled in Chapter 

Two, at the end of the Legislative Theatre performance and discussion in Omaha City 

Council Chambers in May 2008, Boal reflected once again about how, ideally, Theatre of 

the Oppressed jokers do not “bring” play content to a community with whom they are 

collaborating (as his younger self and his Arena Theatre colleagues had done in Brazil 

long ago):  “We don’t go say, ‘We brought here this play for you.’  We ask them to write 

                                                        
4 Colbert’s cable television program (on the network Comedy Central) features his satirical “fake news” 
performance of a conservative media commentator. Colbert’s tongue-in-cheek embodiment of a “real 
American” rejects intellectual or evidentiary rigor for “truthiness,” the word Colbert coined (and that is 
now recognized by several dictionaries). It means “truth that comes from the gut, not books.”   
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a play about their own needs . . . We are specialists in theatre; we are not specialists in 

their lives. They know their lives” (McElvany Rough Footage).  The latter part of Boal’s 

statement feels particularly relevant to the questions I raise here.  The word “expert” first 

appeared in French, around 1870, as “a contraction of the past participle ‘experienced’” 

(Fuller 342).  Even in its early history, “expert” signified authority that follows from 

specialized training (Fuller 342).  For Theatre of the Oppressed, facilitators bring theatre 

expertise, and other participants bring expertise on their own lives.  Such a distribution of 

expertise is analogous to that of Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed—and that of many 

forms of community-based theatre.  But it is important to emphasize, as Boal does, the 

language of specialization.  Specialization, while it connotes a depth of knowledge, also 

implies the parameters that surround that knowledge.  If I am an expert on one topic or in 

one field of experience, I have comparatively less knowledge in other areas.  Put more 

simply, saying you are an expert on something signals recognition that you are not an 

expert on everything.    

 Ultimately, I have concluded that the simultaneous staging of expertise and 

ignorance might just be what Legislative Theatre does best—and the site of its greatest 

potential.  Legislative Theatre invites citizens to offer up their lived experience as 

theatrical content and assumes that content is as relevant to policy discussion as any other 

expertise.  But the process of making Legislative Theatre—and of performing it—can 

provide plenty of opportunities for participants and politicians to gain more perspective 

on what they do not or might not know—or at least become more aware of the limitations 

of their own perspectives.  The more I participated in the Omaha and Austin workshops, 
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the more I became aware of my relative ignorance about the issues we were interrogating, 

of the staggering limitations of my own knowledge, even with the months of reading 

about the death penalty included in my preparation for the project.  Sometimes those 

flashes of recognition happened in The Eye & Tooth Project when other participants 

shared their personal experiences with the death penalty.  At other moments, a kind of 

aesthetic barometer estranged my ignorance, making it more legible as ignorance.  By 

aesthetic barometer I mean the experience of realizing you do not know much about an 

issue through the frustrating artistic realization that you do not know how to add more 

specific details to your play or scene.  For example, in the scene about education and 

segregation in Omaha, the best hint that I and several other group members lacked 

specific knowledge about those subjects came in the form of our choppy and often one-

dimensional scene.  If we’d had a deeper and wider well of collective experience with the 

issues being explored or with their legislative precedent, we would likely have been able 

to add the much-needed nuance that would have made the scene at least a bit more 

compelling.  We also would have been able to engage with the process of policy problem 

definition (or urgency definition) in more concrete ways.  

 Several participants in The Eye & Tooth Project mentioned that perhaps their 

most salient experience of the workshop and performance was realizing just how much 

they did not know about the death penalty (Kavich, Perrin, Tominey).  Consciousness 

that one lacks knowledge can prompt further learning, as it did with those participants.  

Highlighting one’s ignorance on a subject, however, can be a double-edged sword, 

especially for those subjected to the oppressions being examined.  Paulo Freire notes that 
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oppressed students, in relation to their teachers (who are constructed as experts), often do 

not realize that “they, too, ‘know’ things that they have learned in their relations with the 

world and with other women and men” (63).  That experience of not recognizing their 

own knowledge—and simultaneously being crammed with the expertise of others—can 

be extremely oppressive.  Participants’ knowledge about the effects of policy in their own 

lives should not be subordinated to other kinds of expertise.  Rather, it can be considered 

(to various degrees, depending on the project) in dialogue with other forms of expertise.  

 In Practicing Democracy’s Forum, it would have been especially oppressive, I 

think, to spend much time having outside speakers come in and “educate” the participants 

about poverty policy precedent or about other areas of expertise.  The whole point of the 

project was to burst out of past precedent and to find new ways of approaching poverty, 

methods informed primarily by the participants’ knowledge about their everyday 

challenges.  While the participants had varying degrees and types of experience with 

poverty, there was undoubtedly much knowledge in the room about the concrete, specific 

effects of poverty and homelessness as they related to the culture of Vancouver.  In 

comparison, in the Omaha Forum and The Eye & Tooth Project, a majority of the 

participants had less direct relationships to the issues being explored, despite the fact that 

they wanted to help combat those oppressions.  Both of those projects would have 

benefited from increased dialogue between participants (with their own life expertise) 

and other kinds of experts.  Each project was compromised by the relative lack of time 

for more collective research and more substantive encounters with people directly 

connected to the subject matter.   
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 By bringing up the issue of time, I am not making the blanket statement that 

Legislative Theatre should not be done in short workshop form.  Longer workshops allow 

for more specificity, but they can also drastically narrow a project’s accessibility.  (Many 

people, for instance, would never have been able to give up more than a weekend for Eye 

& Tooth.)  Instead I am arguing that other items on the schedule should have been cut in 

favor of more time learning about the topics at hand before making art—or making 

claims—about them.  

 Kathleen Juhl and I recently discussed how we should have done only one scene 

rather than two for Eye & Tooth.  That choice would have allowed us to dig into that one 

scene in more detail, and to allot more time to collective dramaturgical research.  What if 

each participant had been asked to read or watch at least one source related to capital 

punishment before they came and then to share some salient ideas from that source?  That 

choice, too, would have its pros and cons.  It would facilitate the circulation of 

knowledge from other experts, while still emphasizing participant agency.  Yet it would 

also risk intimidating people who do not have time to do “homework.”  Such a model 

would cater to those privileged with Internet access, literacy, free time, or already-

practiced research skills.  Another solution might be to schedule the first morning of the 

workshop with a series of interactive presentations by experts in various areas specific to 

the death penalty—sessions that could solidify some sort of shared knowledge base.  That 

knowledge base would still be relatively shallow, but it might help encourage specificity 

and ensure that the group constructs a sufficiently rigorous Forum to assist spect-actors in 
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rehearsing their skills as lobbyists.  Either solution would at least validate the expertise in 

the room while also trying to respect its limits.   

 My doubts about Legislative Theatre’s usefulness eventually passed.  I came to 

believe that projects like the ones I have examined here can continue to build their 

methods for creating increased dialogue between multiple forms of expertise.  In the 

process they can hopefully avoid the sort of go-from-the-gut, no-evidence-needed 

approaches that were frustrating me so intensely in the national health care reform debate. 

Furthermore, compared to the relatively ineffective, monologic town hall meetings 

related to health care, Forum Theatre offers a very specific structure for dialogue, one 

that invites more opportunities for collective systemic analysis.  Legislative Theatre poses 

one of many methods for exploring the implications of policy and how it might be 

changed to help work toward more just relationships and distributions of resources.  I 

remain hopeful that future projects will also attract more participation from legislators, so 

that legislators and citizens might actually learn together through performance.  Maybe 

some laws will even get passed as a result of those future projects.  

 All three projects in this study could be classified in different ways as “preaching 

to the converted.”  They were often, though not always, spaces for like-minded people to 

reaffirm positions they already held.  That kind of environment can lead to smug self-

satisfaction and insularity, but it also offers opportunities for participants to remind 

themselves of the specifics of why they believe what they believe—and to remember that 

they are not alone in desiring the policy changes they want.  All of these projects, in one 

way or another, challenged hegemonic structures.  Practicing Democracy rejected the 
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neo-liberal hegemony that Chantal Mouffe says dominates liberal democracies.  The 

production critiqued an individualist, small-government world-view and asserted the need 

for more services to support citizens living in poverty.  The Omaha scene on immigration 

up-ended traditional neo-liberal “rights” discourse, which premises rights on citizenship, 

by asserting that undocumented workers and documented workers have a right to equal 

access to safety protections.  The Eye & Tooth Project cultivated a space for participants 

to consider how to challenge the current hegemony of the death penalty in Texas.  It also 

offered an opportunity for people who already supported a particular point of view to 

prepare to challenge or persuade others who do not share that opinion.  

 Ultimately, however, as Augusto Boal knew, laws are not magic.  They will not 

always be enforced, and even when they are, laws alone cannot address embedded 

structural inequalities.  Working within the systems of liberal democracies can only 

accomplish so much change.  But as long as citizens’ bodies continue to be legislated by 

the states and nation-states in which they live, Legislative Theatre will remain a 

potentially useful practice, staging embodied dialogue about citizens’ shared and 

divergent visions of what it means to legislate more just, equitable societies.  In that 

respect, Legislative Theatre can cultivate what Freire calls “encounter,” where “there are 

neither utter ignoramuses nor perfect sages; there are only people who are attempting, 

together, to learn more than they now know” (90).  
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