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Theatre Action Group: raising the dust in a theatre at war

A recent book on Sri Lankan theatre in English states that:

“The civil war in the North and East and the tensions and disruptions it caused had made Tamil theater almost non-existent” (Obeyesekere, 1999, p15).

In an edition that seeks to pay tribute to the inspiring work of Professor K. Sivathamby, it seems appropriate to counter the above statement by arguing that Tamil theatre has been both vibrant in this period but also diverse in its content and form. This I believe is in no small way a result of the contribution of Professor Sivathamby and the encouragement his work has given to a generation of theatre practitioners. In fact, a remarkable range of practice has continued to thrive throughout the island both in spite of and because of the ongoing violence. This article does not seek to create an overview of all that activity, but instead focus on one moment of performance to illustrate some of the issues that arise for one company in this context.  This event has been chosen as a starting point for a discussion on a particular practice of theatre within this context, and does not mean to imply this one example is necessarily definitive.

Writing as a visitor to Sri Lanka places this author in a particular position. Although I am a researcher, I also write as a practitioner of applied theatre and as a guest of many Tamil theatre colleagues. I comment as an outsider to the practice and therefore I deliberately make this commentary reflect back to my practice in the UK.  I can never fully understand the subtleties of particular Tamil theatre contexts, and therefore I situate the analysis in the way it forces considerations of practice within contexts I am more familiar. Sri Lankan theatre has inspired an analysis of UK practice and this I hope to bring to this article.

The example I will explore comes from the practice of the Theatre Action Group in Vavuniya. Although I believe the company – Theatre Action Group (TAG) - present a valuable and challenging point of departure for this discussion, it must be stated that TAG is but one theatre group who have constructed a particular practice during the war period and beyond.  There are radically different practices and conceptions of the role of theatre within the Tamil theatre community.   My examination of one should not be taken to imply that I view their work as of any greater value than others.  Different groups within the Tamil and wider Sri Lankan community should not be forgotten in the creation of an over-deterministic link between one theatre practice and the particular social situation.

The Theatre Action Group

The Theatre Action Group (TAG) was formed by a group of cultural workers, lecturers and students in the University of Jaffna in 1990.  The group originally concentrated its theatre productions across the Jaffna peninsula in the north of the island, but today it has small teams in Colombo, Vavuniya, Trincomalee, Batticaloa and the Vanni. This spread is as much a result of the dispersal of core members forced by the war (in particular the exodus of the population of Jaffna during 1995), as an artistic strategy for developing its work.  The link with Jaffna remains today where TAG’s director, K. Sithamparanathan, is currently the Head of the Department of Fine Arts Department at the faculty of Arts of the University of Jaffna.  

Theatre researchers and academics are enthusiastic in their creation and discussion of categories of practice.  This leads to a proliferation of definitions that can bewilder an honest practitioner seeking to explain their theatre projects. ‘Popular theatre’, ‘community theatre’, ‘applied theatre’, ‘theatre of the oppressed’, ‘educational theatre’ and so forth all jostle for acceptance – often describing similar events or claiming the practice of each other. While I do not deny the importance of clarity in explanation, the diversity of the projects that I have seen in Sri Lanka, undermine the ease of making these clear distinctions. In my first visits to TAG projects (2000), it was the range of their activities that had to be noted. A process based children’s theatre workshop (perhaps ‘educational theatre’) seamlessly moved into a powerful performance (perhaps ‘popular’ or ‘political’ theatre). Rather than give a single definition therefore, it is more important to accept that TAG’s work is an active part of a difficult context, revealing the specifics of theatre that engages with social issues and communities.  It does not conform to any one particular, generalised category.  Their work consists of children’s theatre performances, participatory theatre with youth, issue based theatre projects in villages, street theatre in refugee camps, text based political stage plays, theatrical processions/demonstrations and a form of trance inducing workshop (see Sithamparanathan, 2003, p44).  The company acknowledges
 inspiration from traditions within Tamil performing arts (such as kuttu), the children’s theatre of Professor Shamugalingham, with the theatre of the oppressed tradition of Augusto Boal (Boal, 1979) and with the practice of educational theatre from outside Sri Lanka (such as the work of the Philippines Educational Theater Association – see Van Erven, 2000). Some of their projects are undertaken independently and others have been sponsored by various local and international NGOs. In the past, they have conducted projects with support of certain political groups, but today they maintain that they are independent of any one particular party or faction.  Much of their work could be called ‘theatre for development’ but if you agree with Zakes Mda that this ‘can only function in post-colonial societies when popular politics has come to an end’ (Zakes Mda quoted in Flockemann, 2000, p236) then it must be ‘something else’ as ‘popular politics’ continues to exist in Sri Lanka, manifested in politically motivated violence and popular demonstrations.  Although the list of activities appears wide-ranging, it is important to add that at times many of these different approaches are happening simultaneously within one event, and TAG members themselves do not necessarily see them as belonging to separate sub-genres of theatre work. 

This chapter will concentrate on a single example of TAG’s practice.  This has been selected from a number of activities observed between 2000 and 2001.  The research has been complemented by informal conversations with TAG members and formal interviews conducted with the Jaffna TAG group in January 2000 and with the Director and core members in July 2000. Although the case study illustrates a particular approach of the company, other work will be commented upon to clarify or expand on the example where necessary. This article uses the case study to make comments on how to place TAG’s work within wider discussions of a socially committed theatre practice whether it is categorised as applied theatre (Thompson, 2003), popular theatre (Prentki and Selman, 2002) or theatre for development (Banham, Gibbs and Osofisan, 1999, Plastow, 1998 and Salhi, 1998). However as a person who has defined his practice as ‘applied theatre’ – a theatre that applies itself to particular social issues, agencies or institutions – I am clearly using my own framework as a primary source from which to reflect on TAG’s work.  It is therefore from my standpoint as a practitioner and writer on applied theatre that I will be discussing this example of TAG’s work practice. 

Sithamparapuram Welfare Centre, Vavuniya district - 13/1/01

In 2001, Vavuniya was home to a large army contingent, numerous government controlled Welfare Centres for internally displaced people (IDPs) and camps for the armed Tamil groups that opposed the LTTE.  It was a transient place with troops moving through and people arriving and leaving in response to the war.  The town was governed by strict pass laws with all Tamil residents requiring permission to stay or move.  All families living in the Welfare Centres needed army or police authority to leave the boundaries of the camps, and many had been living in these ‘temporary’ satellite towns for up to five years. 

One major problem within the Welfare Centres was education for the children and young people. There were a few schools in some of the Centres, but these are chronically understaffed and poorly resourced.  Even with these schools, many parents did not send their children because they did not have the compulsory school uniforms and they feared that without identity papers, their children would not be accepted. The example offered here comes from a response to these problems developed by the district education authority.  They invited TAG (many of whose members in this area are teachers) to devise a theatre performance on the subject of education.  The main purpose was to encourage children to attend school and to counter the fears about uniforms and identity checks held by the parents.

This case study is of one such performance in Sithamparapuram Welfare Centre in January 2001.  Sithamparapuram was one of the longest surviving Centres, which had a number of permanent buildings and the infrastructure of a rural village in terms of the basic sanitation, water and housing.  There were several thousand people living in this Centre at time of writing.  

Permission 

Although the first appearance of TAG in the camp was the arrival of their actor filled van, the preparation had included gaining permission to perform from the local army post that guards the entrance of the camp.  TAG always has to negotiate its work around local army or political requirements.  The practice is often defined and created as much in response to restrictions as it is to its own artistic desires.  In the case of the work in the Welfare Centres, the link with the education department is crucial and TAG’s work was only permitted because it was viewed as an educational or cultural activity. The impact of ‘gaining permission’ is therefore an important part of any discussion of its work and is repeatedly encountered as a central feature of the way it organises events.  

I have used the term ‘applied theatre’ frequently to define my practice. It implies that the theatre is a result of the careful application of a creative process to the particularities of a context. The term does not specify how that context restricts creativity, rather it insists that the theatre practice apply itself to the possibilities of a setting. This might mean a community making theatre in a highly structured institution, or a company constructing projects to fit the requirements of a non-theatrical agency. The central assumption embedded in the term however is that that practice accepts this process – it seeks to apply, it does not resent the application.

Although TAG members have been on courses that I have run under the heading of ‘applied theatre’, they would not necessarily seek to use this definition for their work.  In fact, the setting of a conflict means that application operates not as a deliberate strategy but as a structural necessity.  TAG might apply but they might not wholly welcome the process.  So for example, restrictions due to the war in the1980s pushed many of TAG's members into working in schools as one of the few safe spaces available.  Shootings in the streets coupled with curfews at night meant that daytime theatre programmes in these public buildings were the only activities possible. School based work was prioritised again due to the post 1995 ban on street theatre in the Jaffna region. The point to emphasise here is that this development of their work was a product of the conflict – an application – that was forced rather than consensual. This does not mean that the process is automatically negative, but it offers an insight into ‘application’ that is useful for practitioners out of the conflict zones of Sri Lanka.  Seeing TAG construct programmes in these settings – even in the simple act of asking permission to enter the welfare centre – forces applied theatre practitioners to question the process. In ‘applying’ are we resisting an imposed structure, or synthesising our practice with it? If the war context can produce and stimulate creative responses, does application imply an acceptance or an opposition to its context?  The negotiations by TAG in a context of violence raise these vital questions for practitioners beyond this setting.  Seeing this work made me realise how applied theatre as a category hides whether the verb in its title resists or accepts a context. I still believe that the challenge of the situation provides a positive stimulus to theatre practitioners, but the word positive should not mean that the restrictions are accepted. Difficult contexts – prison, war, hospitals, children’s homes – demand that we apply our theatre but we should articulate more clearly the position form which that application is made. TAG have taught me to ask precisely whether I aim to undermine or celebrate the boundaries of a setting, or whether I seek to work for or counter to its objectives. Inevitable compromises might still develop in the process of application, but this awareness of position can help determine the ethical boundaries of our practice. 

The total event – a theatrical raid

All the comments below acknowledge that they are from my position as guest and outsider. The are generated from notes taken at the time and immediately afterwards, from discussions with a translator who was with me during the event and through interviews with TAG members. As I say at the beginning the purpose of these comments is to use TAG as an inspiration for an enquiry about the nature of social engaged theatre practice. My assumption is that its work and significantly the context offer insights into related examples of applied/community/educational theatre beyond Sri Lanka.

The event in the Welfare Centre started as soon as the TAG van arrived.  There was no simple division between the start of a performance, the start of the overall intervention and the preparation in the Centre for the activity.  The total time that TAG was present in the Centre was the intervention of performance within that space. The first part of the event was the search for a suitable place to perform.  This involved actors walking and others driving the van through the dirt tracks and around the houses. A wide-open space, with a large tree in the middle, was found a few hundred metres from the entrance to the Centre.  It was a place of recreation with a number of young men and boys playing cricket and football.  Once the place was agreed upon, the team divided.  TAG is made up of core members and then participant members who have joined through workshops or training events.  Here in the Centre, four core members were joined by approximately ten younger members. 

The smaller groups spread through the camp, aiming literally to ‘drum up’ an audience.  Some of the team were dressed in basic animal costumes, either all in one overalls or thin material balaclavas with attached ears.  The different creatures bore no relation to the performance, but were in fact a remnant of a children’s play that is a major piece in the repertoire of TAG (written by Professor Shanmugalingham).  A central figure in Vavuniya TAG called S.Vinthan explained that they had started the programme using the play, but gradually the narrative was dropped and only the costumes remained.   Other TAG members, not dressed as animals, had scarves or coloured pieces of cloth tied to their waists or heads to identify them.  Each small group sang and drummed its way down the small alleys and mud tracks that criss-crossed the Centre.  Wherever possible they stopped to encourage children and adults to dance with them, join in the song, and accompany them back to the place chosen for the performance.  The children formed processions behind each small group, while some adults followed but without the same enthusiasm.  The children appeared excited by the commotion but most adults watched from their doors or their gates. The colour, costumes, sound and movement of this parade all appeared to disrupt the routine of the Centre. Everyday activities (washing, cleaning and cooking) were stopped as the actors passed. The impact of this disruption is discussed in more detail later, but here large tracks of the sprawling Centre were jolted by their presence. The only other intervention or ‘jolt’ in daily activity would be the raids by uniformed military, looking for ‘terrorists’ and therefore the reticence of the adults was perhaps understandable.  TAG explicitly commented how Centre had a rhythm that already rocked between calm and violence and thus this intervention seemed to echo a particular emotional experience lived in by the residents and created by the war.  

One of the principles of a number of ‘applied theatre’ programmes would be to change the routine of the participants or institution.  The premise being that existing routines permit or enhance particularly oppressive or damaging behaviours and therefore change of the routine supports wider changes. This has been particularly evident in prison theatre where the tedium of a jail routine can sap a person’s sense of agency. The theatre programme would establish a radically new set of physical demands that aim to shift a person’s sense of self worth and ability to take decisions for themselves. Here in Sithamparapurum TAG seemed to develop this logic. They offered a highly energetic and loud intervention that countered the measured calm, but also they adopted this style as a metaphor for the disrupting rhythms of the war. The new routine thus acted symbolically.  While I at first saw little narrative in their intervention, I missed the performance of the form.  Changing the routine was not the necessary precursor from which the work could develop; it was the work itself.

Raising the dust

Once all the groups had returned, the TAG performers brought the song that they had been singing in the smaller groups into the middle of the space and repeated it.  They encouraged the audience to participate in both the singing and the dance.  Many children added themselves to lines, dancing in circles within the area and moving beyond and behind the audience.  Although this was a space of leisure in the community, here in TAG’s intervention the clarity of who played in and across it, was confused from the start. The stamping of feet produced clouds of dust that later was used deliberately to increase the energy and sense of excitement of the event.  The performance, as it increased in tempo, became hotter, dustier and more chaotic.  The commotion of dance and song was a point of participation for the children but observation for the adults.  Although they were encouraged to dance by the troop, most stood watching as the younger people joined in. 

To this observer, the event resembled a participatory play workshop for the children and an opportunity for the adults to watch children at play.   Since the function of ‘getting children to school’ was an action that required a response from both parent and child, this combination would appear to be vital. In this interpretation, the amusement on the faces watching was as important a motivator as the joy exhibited in participation. In watching ‘applied theatre’ however I have a tendency to locate meaning in a narrative developed between characters. Here at the beginning of the intervention, there was no characterisation or narrative ‘content’ as such. As I mentioned above it was the energy of participation, the narrative embedded in the form that provided the source of meaning for the event. Clearly, this makes unravelling how the event is to be interpreted even harder. Simplistically, the sweat and dust were a physical/emotional disturbance to the tranquillity of the Centre.  In the same way that the costumes marked the actors as visually different, this action marked the physical difference of the event from the daily routine. From TAG’s perspective, the calmness in Centres such as Sithamparapuram hides an unspoken trauma.  TAG sees the silence as a great inhibitor to social change and thus physical, emotionally affective interventions should be used to prise open and permit an expression of feeling.  As I will discuss again later, the company see the action of stamping and dancing as a means to create an emotional expressiveness through which a real engagement with change would be possible. 

My assumptions about the importance of character based narrative, were placated by the interruption of the dancing by the stalking figure of Vinthan.  He entered the central playing space and called them all to quiet.  What followed was an argument between him and the other actors about whether children should go to school.  Some actors were near to him, others closer to the audience.  Children sat around and within the acting space.  Vinthan tried to gain the children’s support by promising them employment and financial rewards if they did not go to school.  There was a call and response routine with the pro-school actors encouraging the children to shout down Vinthan’s promises.  He called out and got loud antagonistic responses from the whole audience.  TAG members made it clear to me afterwards that he represented a position, not a character. He was ‘don’t go to school’ not a particular person who advocated not going to school. 

Fighting the agitator – the rhythm of war

At this point, from behind the audience, two young people charged into the acting space.  One had grabbed the other and proclaimed to the audience that he found him in the Centre going around urging children not to attend school.  The man was physically pinned down and restrained against the base of the tree, which had now shifted to be the central focus of the action.  It is difficult to ascertain from the faces of the audience whether people understood this to be planned or spontaneous.  The momentum of the event did not give me the opportunity to ask, however one Centre resident joined in the business of restraining the agitator, indicating that there was a heightened level of engagement on the part of some audience members.  The moment was chaotic and physical and did not seem to relate to the activity that had been developed already.  It made this a confusing, but shocking moment.  Although I recognised them as actors, they wore none of the costumes or marks of the others. The distinction between the performance and the activity of the Centre therefore, became blurred.  This moment was never resolved nor explained, but acted to bind the performance into a narrative of the community, however again basing itself on positions not characters.  It played with the acknowledged difference between the actors and the residents, by offering a moment that was only made visible because of the performance area that had been created by TAG’s presence. They entered the space as ‘residents’ and enacted the argument about education that had been displayed by the person of Vinthan. This moment also deliberately shifted the rhythm of the event providing a dynamic that jarred with the style of the rest of the proceedings.  The singing and dancing by the actors in the animal costumes and even the call and response between Vinthan and the crowd was interrupted by a ‘naturalistic scene’ of fierce argument. The ripple of excitement and distress that it caused in the audience seemed to increase the urgency with which they crowded and watched the action.  In the same way that the arrival challenged the ‘peace’ of the Centre, this moment clearly aimed to create a shift in pace. 

Again, TAG’s practice throws light onto a number of assumptions that inspire the UK practice of applied theatre.  The multi-modal approach of TAG illustrates how uni-linear programmes can be elsewhere. Here a singing and dancing participatory moment, shifts to an argument with a mysterious non-defined figure, which is then interrupted by what is almost a version of Boal’s invisible theatre (see Boal, 1979, pp. 143-7). The event layers the process rather than lines up the process. A UK applied theatre can perhaps be defined as horizontal with workshop leading to role-plays, perhaps leading to performance leading to social action. Here the process is vertical with different processes meeting and interrupting each other as they emerge almost simultaneously. Each form is forced in this version to act as a comment on another form. Invisible theatre shatters play – it enters the middle of play, rather than following neatly on from it. Again, the structure of the conflict, where routines, forms of life, are shattered by acts of war, echoes through this vertical model. If conflict is a determinant of this flux of form, applied theatre practitioners elsewhere need to question what determines their choices. The horizontal lining up of performance processes is application, not accident.

Who is the spect-actor?

The shift in the focus of the activity persuaded Vinthan to climb up the base of the tree and address the audience from a new vantagepoint. There now ensued a three-way argument between Vinthan, the audience and another actor called Baskaran.  He engaged Vinthan in a debate while acting as a spokesperson for the pro-schooling actors. Vinthan’s agitation from the tree however did not work, and soon all the actors were encouraging the audience in chants against the position of the anti-school agitator.  At this point, several audience members asked questions directly to the actors.  One asked about the issue of showing identity and proof of age to the school authorities.  One actor explained that the education authority had changed its position on this and now children needed no proof in order to enter the schools.  The debate that these questions developed existed between audience and actors, but also between audience members.  I would argue that the intervention of the invisible theatre moment had permitted the audience members to enter the space with their verbalised concerns.  It had led to the recognition that this was an actual community problem, being debated in the here and now. Although the actors had marked out a rough performing area, an obvious distinction between those in and not in the space was never created. Actors watched from within the audience and at times made comments on the actions with the audience. Similarly, young people danced amongst the actors and would occasionally berate certain ‘characters’ as part of the ongoing debate.  

In discussions with TAG members, I have been asked about methods of developing audience participation, partly in response to the concept of ‘spec-actor’ taken from Boal (Boal, 1979, 1992).  The spec-actor is an important component of a Boalian theatre that seeks to abolish the division between those that act and those that watch. Rather than accepting the truths offered by the stage, the spec-actor has the power to intervene to change the action. In the Welfare Centre, it appeared that although TAG marked its actors out as separate, their movements across the space and within the whole Centre, forced a confusion of the participant and observer division.  In many ways, this was more dynamic and arbitrary than the idea of the rational problem solving spect-actor offered by Boal.  Although the event was made distinct from the daily routine, heightened levels of participation were ensured by a concentration on dance, music, and song rather than a sense of a linear development of debate on the issue.  This meant there were no simple movements from spectator to actor in the process of entering the performance arena.  It could be argued that all were spect-actors throughout the process, but this fails to capture the constantly shifting roles of all whom were present.  Spect-actor is a specific term within the ‘arsenal of theatre of the oppressed’, and is perhaps a useful general term to indicate the active, participating audience member.  However, use of the term should avoid offering it as an ideal to be reached or a single objective in audience participation.  The process created in Sithamparapuram saw a slipping back, forth and between audience to actor, and actor into spectator that produced a multiple and complex 'spectacting' experience. 

More dust

As Vinthan climbed down off the tree, the group restarted the song that brought the audience together at the beginning of the event.  The children again stamped and danced.  Some were in train like chains careering around the whole open space; others remained in a tight knot in the middle, again producing the plumes of red dust.  The actors danced with the children, danced with each other and encouraged participation from the adults.  This increasingly cloudy and choking storm continued for about ten minutes.  New songs were introduced but the actors always returned to the original call and response.  Eventually the drumming ended and the dust and sweat drenched actors elicited some final promises from the red mud covered young people.  They agreed noisily that they were going to start attending school.  At this stage, looking on, it was hard to distinguish between earth-covered actors and young people – another blurring of the spectator/actor division.

The chaotic, extremely energetic and dirty nature of this dance was a strong counter to the quiet and calm of the Centre that we had entered one hour before.  As I noted above, this is linked to a philosophy behind TAG’s work and a connection to the overarching war situation. Although literal moments of bombing and shelling might produce extreme emotional responses, the majority of the time a displaced community spends in a period of war, is in a state of shock or emotional numbness.  The habitual nature of violence in these situations produces a dulling of the senses and a refusal to display distress.  When grief and trauma are extreme, they become buried very deep (Somasundarum, 1998).  In addition, displays of emotion are understood to make you visible and visibility puts you in danger from further random and deliberate acts of violence.  TAG believes that the inability to express emotions and fear of public display are central to the problems of the community.  Although the practice in this Centre was focused on education, TAG’s wider objective is to break the taboo about emotion in order that people will take action to change their lives rather than submit.  For TAG the acceptance and suppression of emotion is directly connected to the suppression of a will to change.  This moment of raising the dust through an energetic dance, is part of its desire to connect people with these feelings.  The exhaustion, the rough movements, the banging together of the bodies, the forceful stamping and the joyous singing, sought an uncontrolled exhilaration in the young people.  Uncontrolled because the controlling of emotions is what the company believe maintains people’s acceptance of the injustices caused by the war.  Experience of this heightened state, for TAG, will enable those young people to access and use emotional responses in the future.

I have witnessed vigorous debates between professionals that work on psychosocial programmes for war affected youth and TAG members.  K. Sithamparanathan has sought to answer some of the questions about the relation between TAG and psychosocial work in his article for the International Journal of Mental Health, Psychosocial Work and Counselling in Areas of Armed Conflict (2003). One focus of these concerns is on the issue of follow up and lack of after programme support for people who have been through their programmes.  Although I do not deny these dangers, I believe the anxiety fails to understand where TAG sees change happening.  Many models of applied or community theatre understand the intervention as a rehearsal.  It is a problem solving moment that might equip participants to deal with the issue represented in the theatre, better when it is encountered in a life beyond the moment of ‘theatre’.  In a sense this is the ‘rehearsal for revolution’ model of Augusto Boal, where the interventions, the Forum, only practises, it does not create change.  I believe that TAG conceives of its work differently and this again offers an important point of difference between the group and some practices of ‘applied theatre’.  The word ‘action’ in the company’s title is taken to refer to each event that they undertake.  The Sithamparapuram performance was an action that sought to change people in the moment.  It aimed to ‘drum’ people into school, not simply provoke a discussion about education.  This is linked to a view that the emotions displayed do not necessarily relate to specific trauma but to a general state of numbness.  The display does not remind people of an exact past event and help them to deal with that problem. People do not need protecting from specific feelings unearthed.  It permits a feeling, whether happiness, fear or the exhilaration mentioned earlier, that does not automatically correspond to a recall of a particular moment.  It is creating emotional response, not promoting emotional recall.  In stimulating this response, the ability to respond again is created.

Again, this offers an important point of comparison for other models of community, applied or educational theatre. Although it is specific to the tradition it works within and to the context of the conflict, TAG’s willingness to situate its work in the affective states that can be prompted through various forms of participation in theatre is revealing.  TAG avoids reliance on linear cognitive models of learning and instruction, which are often the premise to the narrative-based educational plays that are more familiar to my practice of community or applied theatre. Rather than problems being encountered, examined, and then solutions sought, they create an experience that creates a form of transformative social energy (Uphoff, 1996, p357-387). Rather than the ‘buzz’ or excitement often reported in young people’s theatre work in other contexts being a positive by-product, it is the core purpose. I am not dismissing the relevance of the narrative educational plays, but in a war the cool discussion of linear stories is often either forbidden or extremely difficult.  First, when violence is played out as the answer to national disputes and the gun is a major instrument of problem solving, theatre that seeks rational debate often only confirms the inevitability of the violence. Second, the true stories are so horrendous that working within these narratives can either voyeuristically re-stage or trivialise too easily.  The worry about working on the level of induced emotion, is countered with the argument that working with stories can just as easily deepen rather than heal certain wounds. In the model offered by TAG, a situation where violence and death might seem arbitrary and a sense of powerlessness absolute, theatre provides a place of release, exertion and exhilaration that sustains a sense of hope rather than solves a particular problem.

Particip-actors

After the performance the actors headed back to the entrance of the camp.  A quieter space was found and they all sat in a large circle so that each TAG member could offer a few words on what they felt about the event.  It was notable that each person framed their response in terms of its success in meeting outward objectives (the impact on the children) and importantly what they personally found rewarding. The majority of the performers were in their late teens or early twenties and from Vavuniya themselves.  One had been dancing with astounding energy and endurance on her Jaipur (false) leg, illustrating graphically that this group were directly part of the situation into which this performance had intervened.  Again, this challenged models that I have been familiar with in the UK. This was not a group of actors who were creating performances on issues faced by others.  The ideal of a community theatre by and for a community is rarely achieved in the UK where professionalised practitioners are often external to the communities in which they seek to work. Here the actors’ participation appeared to be their own means of living through the war, as well as their action to mitigate the impact of that war on others.  Their emotional exertion during the performance was thus part of the way that they were dealing with the context in which they lived.  The action of the event could be interpreted as an important part of their coping with and living through war, as much as it was an attempt to intervene in the lives of the people in the Centre.

Applied theatre works best when it aspires to this circular process. The young woman who had lost her leg, would have participated in an intense TAG workshop, but have found an outlet in the continued connection she was able to make with young people in camps and villages across her area. Her personal change was sustained through an engagement with social change.  While on the macro level, I would argue that personal change is only ever sustainable through related systemic changes, in this model these two processes are brought together rather than being left frustratingly apart.  In the different categories that I discussed at the beginning of the chapter, ‘theatre for development’ was apparently not possible in a time of popular politics. In the process witnessed here, these definitions necessarily collapsed into each other. A participatory process had stimulated a political commitment to community-based actions. Applying theatre to a personal change agenda involved participation in a theatre that promoted wider change. Psychosocial programmes have often promised this combination of personal healing and social change, but I would argue that the ‘social’ is often forgotten in a rush to models based on counselling (see Bracken, 19cc).  In the moment of the post-performance discussion in Sithamparapurum, it appeared that theatre could be a place where the two could meaningfully work together.

Conclusions

The whole event was a loud, energetic, semi-chaotic, improvised performance that danced, shouted and sang.  It used elementary characters, audience participation, the teaching of song and a direct ‘spontaneous’ intervention constructed by two of the actors.  It did not seek to problem solve, or plan for an action in response to the issue. TAG sought an energetic commitment to schooling from children, witnessed and consented to by the adults in the moment.  In blurring lines between the ‘as if’ of a performance and the moment of social intervention, TAG differs from other forms of social engaged theatre that are more often defined as the point of planning or rehearsing for change.  In its conception of the work in this camp, TAG did not create a distinction between performance as an event that aims to generate answers to a problem, and the event that is the answer itself.  The event created a disturbance in the dust and in the emotions as a deliberate attempt to change in the now. 

The devastating and arbitrary violence of the war that has disrupted and dis-located this community, became reformulated in the work of TAG.  The use of the unpredictability of violence as a metaphor within its work is repeated within the structure of many of its events.  However, the extreme brutality of the war, which emotionally scars and ultimately closes down a community’s sense of hope, is transformed into an extreme of chaotic joy. This is both done as a deliberate intervention in the situation, but the form is also a product of it.  The permission process constructs their work in a certain way and often insists in a concentration on the formal aspects rather than narrative.  In these open air events – in camps, on the street – story is avoided both because it makes them and their audience vulnerable and because they believe that without an emotional transformation, no simple narrative can affect a community that has shut itself off from their own personal histories of trauma and grief.

TAG is a complex and intriguing company that offers theatre practitioners and scholars from beyond Sri Lanka a valuable insight into models of a social engaged, committed theatre practice.  Its work shifts in the moment between a range of forms, and seems to be both minutely connected to the situation, but also a proactive and particular response to it.  The work is minutely connected to the war, but this does not make the company a simple product of that war.  There are still questions for me about the relationship between the jolting of the emotions, the use of the rhythm of violence within the work and finally the link between its work and the ritual practices within the wider Tamil community.  The extreme situation of a company that has developed its theatre during a twenty-year civil war however, shines a particularly strong light on how theatre that applies itself to any issue or problem must acknowledge the intricacy of the ties that both bind and seek to snag a particular context.   

TAG members continue to face the dilemmas of creating theatre practice in the troubled communities of Sri Lanka.  They have been inspired by a generation of theatre scholars on the island amongst whom Professor Sivathamby is a towering figure. His commitment to the arts and social justice, make him a beacon to those who believe that the arts are not a rarefied realm to be unsullied by the petty problems of the world, but a vital means by which ordinary people come to understand, reflect upon and change their society.    His dedication to scholarship and activism now echoes through the joy with which groups such as TAG stamp, sing, dance and raise that dust in a search for creative routes through the devastating effects of violence. 
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