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I The Sacred Space 
 
Sometimes I arrive early to a venue to work with a group that I’ve not met before, or a 
group that is forming for the first time, and I set up an experiment.  I arrange the exact 
number of chairs as are needed in a circle in the middle of the space, one for each 
participant, and place one differently shaped or coloured chair slightly apart from the 
rest.  I try to place beside it a table, desk, flipchart, or blackboard – whatever is at hand.  
Then I loosely arrange all the remaining chairs in random patterns around this central 
circle – usually against the walls or in corners – pointing in every direction and some 
stacked in piles.  I remove all other evidence of my presence and go outside to mingle 
with the public.   
 
As soon as the first participants begin to arrive I quietly observe them.  Every time, 
without fail, the group assembles itself and moves to sit in the central chairs as 
arranged by me.  They never use the chairs by the wall and they absolutely never sit in 
the chair that’s slightly different from the others.  Occasionally, a group member comes 
in, engaged in talking to another member and absent-mindedly puts his/her coat and 
bag on the ‘different’ chair.  They carry on their conversation and are about to sit down 
on it when suddenly they stop, quickly glance about the room and immediately remove 
their belongings, resume their conversation and sit in another chair.  Soon enough the 
entire group is in the room and all seated in the circle of chairs.  Some light 
conversation is rumbled but usually there will be a silence.  I am by the wall.  I speak 
from there, introduce myself as the facilitator or artist for the session, and everyone 
turns, puzzled as to why I’m sitting on the edge, out of the centre.  
‘Who is the spare chair for?’ I ask.   
They look at it, look back at me, and one will say ‘For you. No?’  
‘Why?’ I ask. 
‘Because it is.  Because …. you’re the only one left without a chair?’   
‘I have a chair,’ I say.  ‘Why isn’t anyone sitting in any of the other chairs along the 
wall?’ 
 ‘Because … this is better.  This is where we choose to sit,’ they reply. 
‘Is it?’ 
 
And so on it goes for a few seconds until the point has been made.  We use this 
moment to discover what a colonised learning space looks like.  In this room there is a 
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sacred space, defined by tradition, schooling, and by expectation.  It is discernible by 
the fact that the instruments of production of information and the technology of 
distribution of information are placed around it.  In schoolrooms of the past century this 
space was defined very physically by a podium, dais or raised platform.  It was occupied 
by the teacher.  Learners entered this small, occupied space usually for three reasons 
only: 

(a) To be punished: a student was brought into the space where he/she had the 
least amount of freedom and power and there made an example of in front of the 
class.   

(b) To be rewarded: a student was brought into the space to be held up as a positive 
example for the class to see.   

(c) To rebel: in the absence of the teacher or other authority figure the space was 
often invaded, slogans and incitements graffitied on the board, instruments 
destabilised, and sanctuaries prised open.  Often when the teacher was in fact 
there missiles were launched into the space, like petrol bombs at tanks.   

 
This invasion of the sacred space to vandalise the armature of colonisation is the 
energy that lies behind radical participatory arts practice.  It is of course the same 
energy that inspires revolution.  In Frierian terms, it is the energy of the teacher as 
revolutionary.  
 
For many years I have been working in the areas of adult education and of theatre.  It is 
the overlap of these two areas that interests me.  In theatre I have divided my time 
between community-based participatory practice and artist-led projects.  I have always 
viewed theatre as learning space, in which people co-create meaning and generate 
models of being human.  In the theatre space, practitioners and audience are imaginers 
– each group is engaged in the exercise of their imagination and in the discovery of 
what it means to be free.  Similarly, in the classroom or community hall, groups of 
individuals come together to create meaning, using a different set of tools perhaps, but 
also aiming to understand themselves and their world better so that they can be 
liberated within it.  For me, imagination and its use is the key creative tool in both of 
these learning environments.  It is the faculty that responds to curiosity and the one that 
encourages us to take risks.  In this chapter I hope to elucidate the ways in which 
imagination works in the theatre, and by implication, how it works in educational and 
community development settings.  Because of the nature of my work I have begun to 
think of each arena as the same: the learning space of theatre is the same as that of 
education.  The same gaps exist between the margins and the centre, and the act of 
traversing the gaps is carried out by the same type of people. They are influenced by an 
ideology of radical liberation that views their work as adapting social systems to suit the 
needs of communities rather than moulding communities to serve the systems’ needs.  
Within this framework I will look closely at the characteristics of a domesticating theatre 
practice and those of a liberating theatre practice - and posit the idea that these 
characteristics are also symptoms of radical and domesticating education.   
 
These are ‘notes for imaginers’.  They are notes, firstly, in the sense that they are 
incitements to act; secondly, in that they ask people to take notice; and thirdly, in the 
sense that they comprise reference material.  The ‘imaginers’ are a group of people who 
are not merely consumers of art and education, but who are agents in creating 
meaning.  They are using the facility of imagination to explore what it means to be 
human.  In this way, they are free.   
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II The Market Place 
 
There have been decades of silent but effective instruction and conditioning about the 
sacred space.  When a facilitator or an artist comes to work with a new group the first 
thing they must do is open up the space.  If this does not happen then the group is in 
danger of working out of its default mode of being - passive consumers of information. 
 
In this default mode a group settles into its safe spaces, the cosy comfortable spaces, 
where it sits behind desks, in rows perhaps, behind pens and paper, blanketed in the 
knowledge that it has a purpose and that purpose is to receive information and to record 
whatever bits of it are relevant.  Why are we recording?  Because it gives a sense of 
purpose to the exercise.  Because it offers the appearance of freedom.  We are in 
channel-hop mode, deluded into thinking we are making choices and exercising power, 
deluded into thinking that we are free.  This is of course the great delusion of the Market 
Place.  A capitalist, consumer-orientated culture will teach itself only one thing really 
well – how to consume. We may be offered a bewildering array of items to choose from 
but they are valued not by their uniqueness and individuality but only by their 
consumability.  A thing does not have status in this system unless it has a sell-by-date. 
Even ideas.  Especially ideas. And every system colludes in promoting the skills needed 
to buy and sell.  None more so that the education system.  It is a great crime that the 
majority of our secondary school classrooms are merely spaces in which teenagers are 
taught how to consume information and not spaces in which they are taught how to 
create and generate meaning.     
 
Having explored the idea of the colonised space with my group I look around the room.  
There has never been a workshop yet where every one of the participants has not sat 
with something crossed – arms, legs, ankles, hands – between them and me.  Or 
poised with pen, pad and desk. Their bodies are in the default consumer mode of being: 
‘Amuse me. Teach me.  Entertain me. Stimulate me. Tell me something I don’t know. 
Make me feel like I’m watching TV.’  We have become so conditioned to expect that the 
ideal learning environment is one in which we consume information that our bodies 
immediately adopt the positions of passive receivers when we settle into a room – any 
room, even our ‘living’ rooms.  Where information is produced and distributed then this 
is indeed one of the ideal ways of consuming it.  But not all learning is predicated upon 
the consumer-producer relationship.  In fact, very little of it is.  Most learning takes place 
in patterns of experience and reflection; testing and deliberating; investigating and 
presuming; doing and talking; imagining and inventing.   
 
We are not consumers only during learning sessions such as the one described above 
but very often also during an engagement with art.  Much art, for example, is structured 
to be presented in such a manner that the receiver is prevented from behaving in any 
way that would disturb the smooth flow of information from producer to consumer.  In 
theatres we have to sit in the dark; we mustn’t move or rustle; we cannot eat or drink; 
we must above all not speak; we should not look at anything else except that which is 
placed in front of us to look at.  In this context we are ‘audience’ – a term that describes 
us only in relation to our sense of hearing, one of the two senses most useful to us in 
consuming this kind of theatre. In many galleries we feel that we must behave as if we 
are in churches and sanctuaries, stopping short at leaving our shoes at the door.  In this 
context we are ‘viewers’ – described only in terms of our eyes.  Wherever we are 
described and defined as a segregated sense or body part we are being constructed as 
a consumer whose most precious aspect is the feature that most efficiently allows the 
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consumption of that particular art to take place.  This, despite the fact that we all know 
that we truly engage with art with all of our senses, our spirit, our imagination, our 
physicality, our emotion and our intellect.  In real engagement we are co-creating 
meaning with the artist.  We are not passive consumers but articulate inventors and 
imaginers.  However, in the lexicon of art appreciation there is no word that satisfactorily 
describes this state of being.  In fact, in most discourses about participants-in-art we 
rarely hear ourselves defined in active terms at all.  Certainly there are a handful 
(reader, listener etc) but the majority of action-implicit nouns are used to describe the 
producers (actor, director, painter, composer, singer etc).  The Brazilian director, 
Augusto Boal, drew attention to this anomaly in theatre practice in his pioneering work 
Theatre of the Oppressed in which he coined the term ‘spect-actor’ to describe one who 
watches but who also acts during the course of a performance.  In his later, and 
arguably, more accessible work, Games for Actors and Non-Actors (2002) he describes 
methods of engagement with theatre that are specifically not passive. 
 
Part of the difficulty in conceiving of oneself as an active, creative maker of meaning 
when engaging with art is that the public spaces for most art production militate against 
such a conception.  These spaces are merely enlarged versions of the sacred space in 
the classroom with all its attendant rituals of exclusion and barriers to access.  It is the 
same space in which offerings are made to the gods; in which the histories of the 
forefathers are recounted and learned; in which judgements are handed down and men 
and women are sentenced to death.  It is the space in which barters and transactions 
are made and in which one small group of people sit in the centre producing, distributing 
and validating while the majority stand on the margins consuming.  
 
The artist in this paradigm has the same status as the teacher in traditional educational 
systems and the judge in typical judicial systems. They are conceived of as 
genius/producer/priest whose training or gift is sacred and whose output requires 
sanctified spaces in which to be consumed.   
 
III  The Domesticated Space 
 
Generally speaking, the art produced in such a context and by such artists is meant to 
be ‘good’ for us.  Like educational programmes of the same nature it aims to 
domesticate all who come into contact with it, so that we may be better placed to 
consume uncritically what is produced for us thereby maintaining the systems that 
occupy the centre.  Current theatre reviewing by the established press often enforces 
this viewpoint.  “Theatre is about giving reality to imaginings, and about conjuring up the 
images for people whose imagination is limited” says Emer O’ Kelly (theatre reviewer 
with The Sunday Independent) in a review of a production of Shakespeare’s Macbeth in 
2003.  What is being promoted is a form of domesticating theatre that can be easily 
consumed by the dull. 
 
Domesticating art can be identified easily enough as having eight fundamental 
characteristics that set it apart from and identify it in opposition to liberating arts.  These 
characteristics can also be applied to domesticating educational practices and anti-
learning environments.  Most are readily understandable when considered in relation to 
theatre and drama. 
 
Firstly, it is cathartic.  It promotes an emotional release in the subject; it aims to free 
repressed emotion by association with the cause and it eliminates by abreaction.  In 
order to achieve catharsis, the theatre piece must present the subject with a 
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recognisable condition or behaviour and provide a space in which the subject can 
release feelings that are perceived to be negative or anti-social. Arguably the most 
successful exponents of cathartic art are soap operas and films with their emphasis on 
naturalistic acting and credible settings, emotionally led dialogue and terse, often 
stereotypical, character development. The objective of catharsis, a condition first 
described by Aristotle, is usually to purge the audience of anti-social feeling so that they 
will be better able to adapt to society.  To this end, it encourages changes in one’s 
personal value systems.  This is arguably still the objective of most cathartic theatre.  A 
production of Shakespeare’s Macbeth might, for example, aim to move the audience 
into feeling that they had better curb their anti-establishment tendencies because the 
result would be political chaos and personal tragedy.  It may go so far as to assert that 
greed and ambition are deeply anti-social personal characteristics and that it would be 
better for the audience member to purge him or her self of them.  The production might 
conceivably do this by emphasising the emotional content of the play, generating 
sympathy for the principal protagonists and resentment for the principal antagonists.   
 
Secondly, domesticating art is consumerist.  It protects and promotes the consumers’ 
interest in relation to the product.  This means, for example, that producers might go to 
great lengths to provide car parking facilities, wine licences, programmes, and a 
paraphernalia of consumable items that have nothing whatsoever to do with the ideas 
being expressed in the theatre but that have everything to do with making the 
consumption of those ideas as comfortable as possible.  Much debate in recent times, 
for example, has centred around the ideal location of Dublin’s Abbey Theatre but 
relatively little public discussion has focused on what way it produces its art and even 
less on the kind of art it produces.   
 
Domesticating art is, thirdly, solution-oriented.  That is, its thematic drive is towards 
closure, categorization, cure, solution.  It usually constructs itself in terms of cause and 
effect, setting up situations that bring about problems which, in time, will be solved to a 
reasonable degree of satisfaction.  Most of our popular film, TV drama and fiction are, 
arguably, elaborate versions of the medieval morality plays with recognisable and neat 
conclusions.  However, the morality expressed in almost all of this art is based on the 
simple premise that the onus for change and transformation is on the individual and not 
on the system.  Solution-oriented, domesticating art sees the problem as one in which 
the individual needs to adapt him/herself to the requirements of social systems, and not 
one where social systems need to adapt to the needs of individuals. 
 
A fourth feature of domesticating art is that it is perceived as being sacred.  Apart from 
the issues discussed earlier, there also exists the idea that this art needs to be 
mediated in a certain, often esoteric, manner to the public.  Like religion, it promotes the 
idea that it depends upon critical interpretation for it to be understood.  It is certainly true 
that much artistic expression uses languages that we are not readily familiar with, and 
they are often translated for us by critics who have sufficiently versed themselves in the 
discourse to become experts.  It is, however, equally true, that we are not taught these 
languages as a matter of course in our schools and public environments. There is little, 
if any, exploration of artistic processes in our secondary school curriculum and certainly 
none in terms of dramatic creation, interpretation and invention.  Most exploration of the 
languages of creativity is left to the discretion of the teachers themselves and is not a 
principal feature of subject syllabi. 
 
Domesticating art is primarily signature art.  This term is used in this context by Declan 
Mc Gonagle, former (New Vision) Director of the Civil Arts Inquiry at Dublin’s City Arts 
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Centre (2002). Signature art promotes the ‘artist-as-genius’ or auteur model of artistic 
creation.  Mc Gonagle understands the idea as having emerged from 20th century 
modernism and that it is the opposite to participatory arts practice or collective creation.  
 
In such art the aesthetic is almost exclusively expressed in the final product and so we 
can say that domesticating art is product-focused.  In other words, it doesn’t matter 
what you went through to create the play, or painting, or music; it doesn’t matter how 
many people you consulted or how many people assisted in the creation of it; it doesn’t 
matter whether it took you ten days or ten years; the real beauty lies only in the product 
itself and usually not in the creative process.  In theatre this is expressed in terms of the 
production only having meaning on opening night and during its run before an audience.  
The long rehearsal period is disguised, hidden from the audience and never referred to.  
The production might as well have been conjured into existence - often only judged 
successful if it appears to have arrived on stage at opening night fully formed with all 
evidence of rehearsal carefully disguised. Paradoxically, those weeks of curiosity, 
investigation, discovery, application, invention and crafting are validated only in terms of 
their invisibility in the performance at the end of it – that is, if the production is good then 
we will assume that the process was excellent and that’s all we need to know about it.  
This is not simply undervaluing the creative process – it is close to negating it.  Of 
course, there is no real space in domesticating art practices to look at the aesthetics of 
artistic creation.  If there were, audiences would be encouraged to buy tickets for the 
rehearsals.  As it is in Ireland, they are almost universally banned from them. 
 
Domesticating art is almost exclusively emotion-led.  Its quality or value is determined 
often by its ability to ‘move people’ emotionally.  Much of this art favours sentimentality 
– it offers the traditional, so-called Hollywood ending in favour of one that is more 
puzzling or complex.  Emotion-led art aims to feed the consumers’ apparent need for 
instant gratification - it offers cheap thrills and calls them an ‘experience’.   
 
Finally, domesticating art is usually state supported.  It is easier for the state to support 
an art that encourages people to change themselves rather than support an art that 
encourages people to change society.  It seems it is incumbent upon the state to 
support art that reflects the principles upon which the state operates.  Mc Gonagle 
expresses this support comprehensively as follows: 
 

The values of what I describe as signature culture, in short, artist as 
genius/producer and the public as consumer, as opposed to participatory culture 
flow through a powerful armature, has been buttressed by hierarchical memory 
and conservatism for generations, if not centuries.  An imaginative and material 
conservatism which is characterised by a dislike of change but curiously also a 
dislike of the present.  Nostalgia is a reflection of that conservatism and should 
play no part in thinking about future civil culture.  All of our inheritances – social, 
political, economic and cultural have to be transformed (McGonagle, 2002:19) 

 
It should be noted at this point that in many cases, signature art does not always 
domesticate.  A painting, song or novel can directly connect with the imagination of the 
participant in such a way that exposes colonising paradigms, behaviours, and situations 
and so help generate emancipation.  However, emancipatory art practice is more 
commonly found on the fringes and margins of contemporary, urban art production.  It is 
usually happening outside arts centres and auditoria, and very often in spaces not 
designed as theatres at all.  This type of art practice can be termed ‘liberating.’   
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IV The Liberated Space 
 
Liberating systems value inclusion and participation as central principles and often 
define themselves in opposition to the system from which they have been liberated.  In 
the discourse around theatre we often find liberating theatre practices described as 
‘community theatre’ to distinguish them from formal theatre practices. However, the 
term is not the most useful one to use when discussing liberating theatre because it 
disguises the notion that all theatre is, in fact, made and performed by and with a 
community.  In this context therefore I choose to use the term participatory theatre, to 
indicate that the spect-actors are also co-creators of the art and its meaning.   
 
Liberating practices can usefully be examined using the same eight characteristics (or 
their corollaries) as were used above in looking at domesticating arts.  Again it is helpful 
to focus on one art-form, theatre, and to bear in mind that the same paradigms operate 
in education and community development. 

Liberating theatre is anti-cathartic in that it doesn’t aim to purge the spect-actor of anti-
social or negative feelings.  Instead it values the idea that a person may retain feelings 
generated by the performance and leave the theatre very angry, upset, often 
enlightened, perturbed etc.  Its aim is often to conscientize (Friere, 1972) the spect-
actor, so that he or she will be motivated sufficiently to enact change within the system 
explored in the performance.  Theatre that focuses exclusively on this aim is usually 
agit-prop (agitation / propaganda) and strongly ideologically motivated.  Also known as 
guerrilla theatre, it is theatre that is used to make a political point, to stimulate debate or 
protest; performed in non-theatre spaces, without warning, engaging the audience in a 
political dialogue. Agit prop theatre traces its origins to popular political theatre in the 
1920s and 30s, emerging in the former Soviet Union and spreading throughout the 
West, usually connected to local communist parties.  Today, most practitioners of agit 
prop theatre are located in Asia and Africa.  Known as theatre of liberation in the 
southern hemisphere, this form of art is most famously practised by PETA, a Filipino 
radical theatre company who have established a nationwide network of community 
theatre groups run by industrial workers, fisher people, peasants and students.  This 
group were significantly active in the anti-Marcos protests in the 80s, helping to mobilise 
popular masses against the regime in Manila and elsewhere (Riley, 1996).  Similarly, 
large collectives of theatre practitioners who fuse their political commitment with their 
artistic sensibilities are active in India (aligned to the Communist Party of India) and 
Tanzania (Riley, 1996). 

Liberating theatre is creative rather than consumerist, in that it promotes the 
participatory model of audience as co-creator of meaning in performance.  This can 
mean that the performance is enacted in such a manner that no spectacle, special 
effect, or deliberate directorial distraction is used to prevent the spect-actor from 
engaging as comprehensively as possible with the meaning of the piece.  Often, special 
lighting or sound effects can subtly draw the audience’s attention away from the 
moment of engagement and prevent them from creating with the performers.   

Theatre that promotes creativity promotes curiosity.  It can be a form of participatory 
theatre where audience members ask questions; stop the performance to elucidate 
meaning; suggest alternatives; and offer their own stories as material for creating 
performance.  Such a theatre is Augusto Boal’s ‘Forum Theatre’ method, in which the 
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spect-actor strongly influences the development of the drama – to the extent that a 
performance may last for a whole day or longer (Boal. 1992:38). In this method the 
spect-actor is the audience member who steps on stage to intervene in the drama – 
usually to clarify a perception, rectify a character portrayal, or elucidate a meaning that 
is closer to their truth than the one being portrayed by the actor. The actor stands aside 
for the duration of the spect-actor’s intervention because he or she knows that 
something more profound is happening than the actor’s portrayal, however truthful, of 
the situation: 

When an actor carries out an act of liberation, he or she does it in place of the 
spectator, and thus is, for the latter, a catharsis.  But when a spect-actor carries 
out the same act on stage, he or she does it in the name of all the other 
spectators, and is thus for them not a catharsis but a dynamisation. It is not 
enough for a theatre to avoid catharsis – what is needed is theatre which 
produces dynamisation (Boal, 1992:35). 

In Forum Theatre the desired dynamisation is the promotion of change in the social 
systems that oppress those not in the centres of power.  It is the actions taken in order 
to achieve social justice. 

Forum theatre methods are used more and more often in adult education and 
community development because they lend themselves especially well to generating 
debate about the learners’ identity.  In almost all of my workshops with community 
groups we move to situations where we enact a piece of performance based loosely on 
the forum method.  Obviously, there are a number of significant differences between 
this type of acting and what professionally trained actors do. However, the most 
significant difference is not one of quality or skill or technique.  It is of artifice.  A trained 
actor will go to considerable lengths to portray a father in a family drama and often the 
results will be impressive.  The success of the portrayal will depend upon the level of 
suspension of disbelief of the spectator – we accept he is an actor and not in fact the 
father but we will be complicit with the actor in denying the truth of this situation.  The 
actor will attempt to occlude this truth wherever possible (various rituals conspire to aid 
him in this – for example, he should not be seen in costume by the audience off the 
stage or prior to the performance; he should never forget his lines and visibly become 
an actor struggling to remember them, etc).  With community groups of non-actors, a 
participant will stand up and, often unaware that there are traditions associated with this 
type of portrayal, will say ’Right.  I’m the father.’ And he will turn and speak to the 
woman playing the daughter.  He may turn back to us and say ‘Now I am not here.’  Or 
‘And now I’m in the pub.’  By telling these ‘lies’ the participant is in fact achieving a rare 
honesty of presentation, and one that does not deploy the subtext of pretence 
associated with the professional theatre.  In addition, there is such a boldness and 
frankness in the elucidation and portrayal of issues like depression, poverty, 
homelessness, joy, salvation etc that the audience is truly catapulted into a place where 
they can freely use their imaginations to consider the issues raised.  They are not 
distracted by the knowledge that something else, something hidden, elusive and 
unspoken is going on.  They know that no-one is trying to disguise the process from 
them and so they can focus exclusively on the content.   

This method of presentation was developed by Berthold Brecht in the middle of the last 
century in his theatre – the characteristic he used that most closely resembles the one 
described above became known as ‘the alienation effect’ in which an audience was 
alienated from the pretence of what was going on. An audience was shown the lighting, 
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the behind-the-scenes operation, the magicians at work, so that the mystery of its 
creation was removed and they could be free to use their intellects to engage with the 
issues presented.   

Augusto Boal and British playwright, Edward Bond move the process to a further stage 
and encourage the audience to become involved in the imaginative creation of the 
meaning inspired by the performance.  For them liberating theatre is imaginative in a 
way that domesticating theatre is not.  American playwright John Guare has argued 
lucidly that in our culture imagination has become a byword for style.  In his play, Six 
Degrees of Separation, he has his character Paul deliver the following speech: 

The imagination has been so debased that imagination, being imaginative, rather 
than being the lynchpin of our existence now stands as a synonym for something 
outside ourselves like science fiction or some new use for tangerine slices on raw 
pork chops. 'What an imaginative summer recipe!' And Star Wars? 'So 
imaginative!' And Star Trek? 'So imaginative.' And Lord of the Rings, all those 
dwarfs? 'So imaginative...’ The imagination has moved out of the realm of being 
our link, our most personal link with our inner lives and the world outside that 
world, this world we share. What is schizophrenia but a horrifying state where 
what's in here doesn't match up with what's out there? Why has imagination 
become a synonym for style?  I believe the imagination is the passport that we 
create to help take us into the real world. I believe the imagination is merely 
another phrase for what is most uniquely us. Jung says, 'The greatest sin is to be 
unconscious.' [ … ] And it is the worst kind of yellowness to be so scared of 
yourself that you put blindfolds on rather than deal with yourself. To face 
ourselves - that's the hard thing. The imagination - that's God's gift to make the 
act of self-examination bearable (Guare, 1994:42) 

Edward Bond has also strongly championed the role of imagination in theatre, asserting 
that it is through the use of this faculty that we negotiate what it means to be human.  
Bond claims that we cannot ‘think’ our way into being (in the manner encouraged by 
Brecht), nor can we simply ‘feel’ our way – we must imagine it.  This process of 
imagining is central to becoming human: 

A child's world is meaningless, is presented to it without meaning. The child asks 
of its world all the basic questions such as why there is anything rather than 
nothing; how it is that we can act; why there are good and bad.  Questions to 
which there are no answers, only the ramblings of sages (Stuart, 1998:25). 

He goes on to argue that it is theatre, alone of all the arts, that has the power to create a 
site in which a person can understand, or come to terms with, his or her relationship to 
the world. 
 

Drama involves the audience’s imagination and reason in story.  It can make the 
story objective for the audience, give them unavoidable responsibility and choice.  
But now the institutions of drama are corrupt.  The market almost monopolises 
drama.  It saturates daily life with the brutality of common sense and the 
metaphysics of corruption […] It is not the creator’s –the writer’s – job to 
compromise: that is the job of manufacturers.  We must be more radical.  When 
manufacturers compromise they change our dreams; when creators do not 
compromise they change reality (Bond, 2000:160-1). 
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In this context ‘creators’ refers to audience, actors, writers, and all who helped make the 
performance.  Each has a role in constructing meaning from the paradox presented in 
the drama.  Each one ensures that the performance presents us with a dilemma, a 
situation in which traditional ideological formulae are no longer useful and cannot be 
applied to the resolution of the paradox.  A play like Mark Ravenhill’s Handbag is an 
example of such a work.  The central character, a young addict who wants to be a good 
father to his new born baby, needs to get money to feed his habit.  All he has of value is 
his baby.  All he wants is heroin.  He has a terrible dilemma to face at the end of the 
play and he does not know how to resolve it.  He is caught between extremities.  We do 
not know how to resolve his situation either.  He can only howl alone on stage as the 
lights go down, and let the audience carry the problem out of the theatre with them.  In 
this context we are forced to imagine an altogether different set of possibilities: what 
would it have been like if oppressive social systems had not forced this character into a 
place from which he has no clear means of escape?  What would it be like if he were to 
change the situation he found himself in by breaking the law?  What would it be like if 
we did not attach so much importance to rewarding the behaviour patterns this 
character exhibited for society’s approval?  In this imagining we are beginning to re-
create alternative constructs of reality and of what it means to be human.   
 

In drama imagination seeks the extreme situations which will take us to the limits 
of meaning which is where humanness is defined.  It takes us into the extremity 
of the self.  It seeks to show how people must finally come to the extreme 
situations in which they lose every illusion about themselves yet hold onto their 
humanness or suffer what follows when they know they have lost it because that 
is the only way they can hold on to it.  The characters in the play – the actors and 
the audience – define themselves in their reactions to these extreme situations.  
It is only in this extremity that the radical need to be human is found and 
humanness created (Bond, 2000: 190-1). 

 
This would indicate that liberating theatre is revolution orientated.  The thematic drive 
is to open out, to connect and make networks, to explore and to take risks.  In 
workshops with non-actors I have found that the group’s consumerist mentality and 
mode of being slowly gives way to a process characterised by a willingness to take 
risks.  The risks may begin small and should be encouraged (indeed they should be 
built into the programme), starting perhaps with the risk of entering the space a second 
time with fresh eyes and choosing to invade the sacred space of the tutor, sit where one 
wishes, and make lots of noise.  Children do this all the time – generally when they 
come to a big, open space indoors they run like calves into it and let their voices lift the 
roof.  Adults, on the other hand, whisper and sometimes even lose their voices and they 
cagily creep about the edges fearful of trespassing.  By ‘opening’ the space with a 
group, a facilitator or artist encourages the group to become child-like in using the 
space.  Only then does it truly belong to the group and can they feel free to work in it.  
One of the simplest exercises that can reap great benefits is a vocal release one – 
encouraging the group to exercise vocal chords, use words and phrases at random, 
speak gibberish, shout and exclaim, in short, revolt against conditioned adult use of the 
voice. Mapping the development of how we use our voices from childhood to adulthood 
can reveal a lot about how we change from being active creators using all of our 
faculties and resources to becoming passive consumers using segregated senses and 
limited resources.   For instance, one of the most common ways that those on a 
participatory drama project express their learning is by reference to their voice, as in “I 
found my voice again” or “I’ve never heard so-and-so speak until now.”  Speaking up 
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and speaking out are phrases associated with revolution, with challenging the authority 
of the centre.   
 
That liberating art is participatory almost goes without saying.  Participatory art 
involves the community in the creation of it, as creators of meaning (as described 
above) but also as creators of the product.  
  

The core processes are, arguably, production, distribution, validation and 
participation.  These processes we know, are not weighted equally within our 
society or indeed within western society as a whole.  But it is participation which 
is most often minimised to the level of consumption in hierarchical, signature 
culture (McGonagle, 2002:19). 

 
Many community art practices are erroneously considered to be participatory (in the 
liberating sense) simply because they occur in the community.  Such practices are 
ones, for example, where an artist or group of artists come to a community with a 
blueprint for a project and a well honed set of skills.  They recruit the schools, youth 
organisations and other community groups to assist in the manufacturing of the product, 
often during a series of unconnected workshops in which participants learn to produce 
an aspect of the overall project.  All are brought together for the final showcase, the 
design and conception of which has been the prerogative of the artists since the project 
began.  If handled very badly this process could in fact reproduce a highly capitalist 
version of art production with the artists as owner of the product and the participants as 
cheap labour.  It must be noted that very often there are other, beneficial outcomes for a 
community in participating in such a project (networking; visible community pride; 
acquisition of art skills, etc) and these are to be encouraged.  However, for the project to 
be truly liberating it should involve the community in every aspect of the conception, 
design, decision-making and creating.   
 
Involving the community in this way is what is meant by process-led projects. 
Liberating theatre values process enormously.  At one stage in his Polish Theatre 
Laboratory the famous director, Jerzy Grotowski, spent years working on rehearsal with 
no intention of performing the finished piece. For him, the journey of creating was 
immeasurably more valuable than the product created.   In Ireland today many 
innovators of arts projects have a well-developed community development ethos and 
are happy to see a drama project last for several weeks without there ever having to be 
a performance at the end of it.  Unfortunately, many funding agencies still require a 
terminal public production in order to validate the work that went on during the weeks 
before it. 
 
Liberating art is often unfunded and rarely state supported – it must seek to find 
resources elsewhere.  This is one of the reasons why participatory theatre is closely 
allied to community development and education.  It is through community development 
agencies that a community theatre project receives whatever funding it might get, 
especially if it states that its aim is to enhance, develop and motivate the lives of its 
participants – particularly if its participants are from marginalized or disadvantaged 
backgrounds.  The major outcome of this reliance on community development 
organisations for funding is that participatory theatre is in danger of becoming an 
adjunct of community development and seen only in this regard.  There are, for 
example, many agencies who expect participatory theatre artists to also have the skills 
of counselling, care working, resource teaching and personal development motivation.  I 
have been asked to develop drama projects with groups where the aim of the project is 
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to distil some of the methods used in theatre creation for use in assertiveness training, 
conflict resolution courses, corporate teamwork development, and so on.  The danger of 
complying with requests like these is that the art will be used as a kind of panacea in a 
structural-functionalist way to plaster over the political and civil unrest caused by 
domesticating systems.  That is, that the domesticating centre will blunt the edges of the 
liberating methods and use them to bolster the centre’s oppression.  There are several 
theatre organisations in Ireland who submit application forms for funding to ADMs, 
VECs, Youth Support Organisations, and regional partnership bodies because they 
know it is the only source of possible funding open them.   
 
Art, like education, needs to be funded as substantially as we fund infrastructure, 
housing and health.  It is through art, and most especially through theatre, that we can 
reclaim the spaces that have been colonised.  To develop strategies for imagining, so 
that we can be free, is as important to the work of adult education and community 
development as it is to participatory arts practice.    
 
Over the past ten years, the theatre company of which I am Artistic Director - Crooked 
House Theatre Company in Newbridge, Kildare - has facilitated several participatory 
theatre projects.  Broadly speaking there have been four types of projects that fall into 
this category.  The first is one where the aim of the project is to express and celebrate 
identity.  That is, the participants wish to use theatre arts to express to the wider 
community who they are.  An example would be a group taking part in a pageant or 
parade; or a group who stage a short performance that articulates the group’s raison 
detre or aim.  The second type of project, often developing out of the first one, is where 
a group wishes to promote its concerns to a wider audience.  It uses theatre to create 
situations in which the needs of the group are clearly seen.  An example of this would 
be a project we facilitated with the Irish Wheelchair Association, in which the group 
made a drama that showed how they were prevented from using footpaths by careless 
drivers, how shop counters were too high, etc.  A third project has been where a group 
begins, through its drama, to challenge civil society and the systems of power that 
support it.  Usually the drama proposes alternative systems or radical change in the 
existing ones.  An example of this was a project we developed with a group of health 
care workers who imagined and described a more just and accessible health system.   
Finally, a group may make and stage a theatre piece that explores aspects of 
humanity, articulates concerns about our construction of identity, and offers insights 
into possibilities of liberation.  Most theatre of this kind is written and work-shopped over 
a long period of time, and then performed in a formal theatre setting before being 
toured.  It is important to point out here that, in all these projects and workshops, 
emphasis is placed on the artform and on the acquisition by participants of the skills 
necessary to create the art.   
 
Very often in our work we have assisted the same group through the four stages of this 
process and continue to do so.  Many companies do this (Smashing Times in Dublin; 
Quare Hawks in Monaghan; Barnstorm in Kilkenny) and almost all youth theatres 
develop through the same stages.  For example, Kildare Youth Theatre @ Crooked 
House in Newbridge is in its fourth year and is now touring, in Ireland and abroad, large 
scale plays that challenge notions of identity, gender and colonisation.  The space in 
which this young company developed has been charged with learning.  Not only do 
participants learn art skills, communication, leadership and teamwork skills, but more 
significantly, they learn how to use their imaginations in constructing meaning.  They 
also learn how to negotiate their identity in partnership with the systems they are about 
to enter as young adults.  For many of them they are eager to challenge and perhaps 
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change the systems that they see as oppressive and to support the ones that they see 
as useful.  They understand how they learn, what methods are useful in learning, and 
what the differences are between the acquisition of information and the generation of 
knowledge.  This process is identical to the one that characterises liberating adult and 
community education practices, where a group manages its own learning and is an 
independent, learning organism as opposed to a dependent, information storage 
system.  
 
Such groups – in education and in theatre – have successfully traversed the gap 
between the margins and the centre in such a manner that they are able to use the 
centre’s resources to shape their own humanity and without doing damage to those still 
on the periphery.  This is the ultimate value to a society of investing in liberating 
practices.  Instead of declaring and preserving a small space as sacred we aim to make 
all space sacred.  
 

Artists are witnesses of their times: they should not impose on their public their 
own view of society, their own understanding of human beings, or their own way 
to make decisions, but, after speaking their speech, having their say, giving their 
testimony, delivering to us the product of their art and their craft, they should help 
others to stimulate inside themselves the artists that lie within, underdeveloped 
and timid as they may be, shy thoughts still unborn and fragmented, the delicate 
sensibility that has been blunted (Boal:2002:17) 

   
 

V A Commotion in the Kitchen 
 
Finally, a true story. As I wrote the lines above last night there was a group of ten 
women rehearsing a play downstairs in the staff kitchen of an urban arts centre.  There 
was, then as most nights, no other space available to them in the centre and they 
considered themselves lucky to be within the building at all.  They were all nervous 
because next week most of them will be performing on the studio stage for the first time.  
They were allocated a slot on a Sunday (when the building is not used) and at lunchtime 
(traditionally not a theatre time in Ireland).  Their play is about how they deal with grief.  
It is also about what it would be like if they were in control of some of the resources they 
see around them in their community.  The actor-director working with them is attempting 
to explore what would happen if they were allowed into the sacred space of the studio 
theatre.  Last week she brought them in there to rehearse.  They were uncomfortable.  
And excited. They thought they were in the building on their own, and soon they began 
to test out the nature of the space by sitting in the audience, by declaiming from the 
stage, and by investigating the materials around them.  At length they began to 
rehearse their play on the stage.  A short while into the rehearsal the door opened and 
someone looked in, checking to see if the space was being used.  The group of women 
froze.  After the person left, they became restless and unsettled.   They expected to be 
thrown out at any minute. They said that for years they had not been allowed into 
sacred spaces like this and that it would take them a long while before they’d pluck up 
the courage to darken the doors of it voluntarily.  At some level they expressed the idea 
that they had no right to be there, because they were conditioned for years to think of 
themselves as consumers (i.e. only as passive audience members).  So they returned 
to the kitchen where they released their feelings of anxiety in laughter, made tea, joked 
and carried on their rehearsal.  Their newfound sense of safety generated an increased 
output of energy within the group, and soon their voices were raised and active, busily 
inventing.  They made such a noise that resident staff (management having a late 
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evening meeting) in the upstairs offices were reluctant to go down into the kitchen.  
Vaguely aware of having been displaced by odd noises from the basement kitchen but 
not sure what they were, the staff finished their meeting a little earlier than was normal, 
left their cups and biscuits where they were instead of bringing them downstairs, and 
said their goodbyes to each other. And without giving it a second thought they locked 
the door, absent-mindedly switched off all the lights and took the short cut home.  They 
left behind them ten women from the margins making art.  Unaware that the 
domesticating centre was more afraid of them than they were of it.  In a cubicle space of 
an office kitchen.  Locked in.  In the dark.  Imagining.   
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