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The book starts with the re-telling of a ritual in Foscani, Romania. It is midnight and Roberta 
Levitow (Theatre Without Borders) is following a simple religious ceremony that ends with 
a return home in the darkness with lighted candles. Small, flickering and vulnerable the gentle 
lights nevertheless create multiple meanings for the writer and transform the loneliness of 
the night into a shared sense of belonging. It’s a fragile yet hopeful metaphor both for the 
theatre work featured in both these volumes, and for the persistent energy that has gone into 
the process of developing such an integrated anthology of essays.  
 
The anthology is the result of five years of conversations, workshops, panels and meetings to 
explore the intersections between theatre and peacebuilding. This kind of collaborative spirit 
is often claimed in edited works, very little evidenced in the final product. Acting Together is 
therefore an unusual beast, one to be cherished and celebrated.  The authors, theatre 
practitioners in the main, have employed peacebuilding concepts to question how aesthetic 
practice responds to contexts of conflict, post-conflict and societal violence in the search for 
moral re-construction and restitution.  The two volumes provide an insightful and inspiring 
critique of peacebuilding practice and each of the authors, in their own way, explain and 
analyse how the arts interact with violent worlds. Comparisons with the recent Performance: 
In Place of War (Seagull, 2009) book and project are inevitable, but both books/projects 
reinforce the other. Taken together these books/projects represent significant and 
complementary resources for an emerging area of study.  
 
There is a welcome resistance to governing frameworks and conclusive matrices. In place of 
models there is richness, contradiction and recognition that understanding only emerges in 
brief flickering moments of human insight. As Kevin Clements acknowledges: ‘So, we meet 
where people are born, where people make love, where people die, where they are farting, 
belching and eating together. We meet in celebration of our mortal bodies and out infinite 
consciousness. There, I think you will find artists as human beings and peacebuilders as 
human beings. Trying, without doing any harm, to engage the suffering of the world’ (p.2, 
Vol.1). 
 
Acting Together Volume 1 is divided into 2 sections, peacebuilding performance in the midst 
of direct violence and peacebuilding performance in the aftermath of mass violence. Each 
section starts with an introduction and the volume contains 9 chapters covering practices in 
Serbia, Uganda, Sri Lanka, India, Palestine, Israel, Argentina and Peru, Cambodia, USA and 
Australia. Each of the theatre practitioners, peacebuilders or ritual leaders were selected 
based on their ongoing exploration of artistic excellence and social transformation. There is 
a strong interest and argument for the aesthetics of performance practice taking a governing 
role in the process, and a corresponding absence of conventional applied theatre forms such 
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as Forum theatre, Theatre for Development and psycho-social approaches to post conflict 
communities.  
 
Chapter 1 commences with Dijana Milošević exploration of peacebuilding and performance 
work in the Former Yugoslavia. Like many of the chapters in the collection, the writer is given 
the space to provide a context of the geo-political situation as they saw or experienced it. This 
neatly circumvents the need for pithy objective introductions to the specificities of each case 
study. Milošević details the work of DAH (meaning breath, spirit, movement of the air) Teatar, 
a theatre laboratory set up in Belgrade before the Balkan war.  The chapter traces the work 
of the theatre collective through the war, and notes the deep self-questioning that the actors 
felt when confronted with the changing situation. On the one hand wanting to react against 
the Milošević regime, but on the other concerned for family and friends caught in cross fire 
and NATO bombings.  To the authors surprise the impulse to create and rehearse shows 
becomes a coping mechanisms for the actors who find in the process a sense of intense 
concentration, that ‘something was stronger than the madness around us’ (35). The chapter 
provides a break down of the different performances created during the period, that includes 
testimonial performances, site-specific work on public buses, a reconnection with classic 
plays, such as Chekov’s Three Sisters, and street protest performances. The varied body of 
work demonstrates the range and diversity of responses to a changing and highly sensitized 
context, and the choices theatre practitioners made to engage with, reflect, and comment on 
their own experiences of a nation fragmenting and breaking up before their eyes. 
 
Charles Mulekwa’s chapter on Ugandan National Theatre intricately deciphers the history of 
theatre in a post colonial and new democratic state beset by violent instability.  Mulekwa is a 
playwright and director with the National Theatre and explores how Ugandan artists have 
used plays to subvert colonial cultural legacies and open up international audiences to the 
realities and effects of war on people. Mulekwa reflects on the plays that have resonated most 
with audiences, arguing that these plays tend to take a simple approach, ask straightforward 
questions about the situation, and don’t pursue an agenda, but grapple with what is most 
painful.  
 
Madhawa Palihapitaya adds considerably to the existing literature on Sri Lankan 
performance during the war concentrating on the Tamil Ritual Theatre and the work 
developed by Dr Kandasamy Sithamparanathan to help Tamil people ‘process their collective 
and private traumas and rebuild their capacities for imagination, reflection, and ethical 
action’ (p.87). These celebratory rituals became part of large festival events, Pongu Tamil, 
which despite the intended impulse for peacebuilding were heavily criticized by Sinhalese 
communities because of the heavy presence of LTTE propaganda and leaders.  Nevertheless, 
Pongu Tamil, exists as a fascinating example of work, and the author takes care to detail the 
process well with extended interviews and first hand observations. 
 
Chapters 4 and 5 deal with the Palestine-Israel conflict from different perspectives. In 
Theatre, Resistance, and Peacebuilding in Palestine Abeer Musleh argues that the concept of 
resistance is a rich and important tool in Palestinian vernacular. She argues it indicates a 
process of building a healthy individual or group, maintaining a strong culture and the 
sustained motivation for independent statehood. It also flags the power imbalance in the 
struggle, and is a more positive motif than co-existence or conflict resolution – which to many 
Palestinians can mean defeatism. The concentration on micro linguistics often plays an 
important role in conflicts, and can act as a cultural defense against more tangible physical 
and armed force. The chapter outlines a recent history of Palestinian theatre, integrating a 
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socio-political history with the development of arts work. The chapter focuses on two 
companies working in different but connected ways, Ashtar and Alrowwad. Musleh is a clear 
writer who provides an engaging and insightful account of the intentions and ideas of these 
two theatre companies.  Musleh’s chapter is followed by a collaborative writing piece 
between Aida Nasrallah (a Palestinian-Israeli poet) and Lee Perlman (a lecturer at Tel Aviv 
University) about joint theatre initiatives between Jewish and Palestinian citizens. The 
chapter is interspersed with short scenes of the writers’ collaboration process, which 
captures the intricacies of inter-personal relationships between two very different 
perspectives. When asked if she wants to work on the chapter by Lee, Aida responds: ‘You 
seem like a nice person, Lee. I’m pretty busy now. I don’t know if it’s right for me, another 
project where the Arabs and Jews smile together. I’m not comfortable writing slogans for 
peace’ (p.123). The chapter sifts through the meaning of art that emerges from idealistic and 
negotiated processes. Artists in these kinds of situations balance the passion for theatre, with 
an ongoing and often fraught process of negotiating identities and approaches to life and 
work. While on the one hand, these collaborators understand that they are all people ‘under 
all this history’ (143) the practicalities of coming to terms with this is in continuous review. 
This is a beautifully punctuated chapter that draws the reader into the microcosm of the 
writers, as well as providing an insight into the context, without ever writing easy slogans. 
 
Section 2 of Volume 1 deals with case studies in post conflict societies, noting that 
reconciliation processes are filled with dilemmas, paradoxes and false starts and stops. The 
section starts with an inspiring exploration of memory, identity and resistance in the context 
of Argentina and Peru by Roberto Gutierrez Varea. The chapter details the work of a yearly 
cycle of plays in Argentina organized by Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo. The plays bring together 
artists and human rights activists to develop performances that bring together thousands of 
spectators. The performances are acts of remembering and restoration. Varea also 
documents the work of Peruvian company Grupo Cultural Yuyachkani who combine 
traditional Peruvian forms with contemporary Western theatre to build highly aesthetic 
performances. Yuyachkani were involved in Peru’s Truth and Reconciliation process, going 
out to village to help prepare communities to believe in the value of the process, and 
encourage testimonies to be told. Varea is thorough and careful in his description and 
analyses of complex processes, and is clearly passionate about the ways in which theatre and 
performance can intersect with broader peacebuilding processes. The chapter provides a rich 
and insightful understanding of these case studies, drawing out the ways in which the instinct 
to create high quality theatre can co-exist with significant social action and change.  
 
The other chapters in this section set up different approaches to responding to the ‘aftermath’ 
of violence. Ruth Margraff documents the development of a play written by an Indian writer 
addressing the impact of the Gujarat riots in western India. Catherine Filloux’s chapter 
explores the politics of collaboration between American and Cambodian artists, with full 
consciousness of the role the US played in the rise of the Kymer Rouge in the 1970s. The 
chapter details the ways in which performance can construct spaces for remembering, 
accountability and developing new intercultural and intergenerational dialogues. Polly 
Walker’s sensitive and engaging chapter broadens the definition of performance to include 
ritual and ceremony as processes for contributing to a process of reconciliation between 
Settler and Indigenous peoples. Walker describes with considerable craft the 3 day powwows 
for Methow Indians and descendents of Settlers in the United States and in Australia how 
Indigenous communities and Settler descendants create annual ceremonies on a historic 
massacre site. Both these events signal and acknowledge difficult and violent histories, but 
also seek to celebrate new connections, through the land, stories, and celebratory meals.  
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Acting Together Volume 1 is an inspiring resource, underpinned with the integrity to not just 
proclaim the virtues of performance in conflict but investigate, document and reflect on 
practice. The peacebuilding framework is a useful starting point, and indeed Lederach’s call 
for the moral imagination in this field, is a solid provocation. The practice in this volume 
reflects the ways in which artists have stayed grounded in the here and now, while drawing 
on the possibilities of imagination. This is not a collection of stand-alone essays of uneven 
quality as is often the way for edited collections, it is a kaleidoscope of practice and quality 
writing enshrined by a carefully curated process of intelligent debate, reflection and 
connections. As a whole the volume also reflects back onto the peacebuilding field, which in 
its own insecurity and industry, can produce conflict analysis audits and models of best 
practice, and sometimes disassociate from the human struggle to remain human.  
 
Volume 2 broadens the scope of case studies to include examples of structural violence. The 
book is divided into 3 sections. The first section covers performance in contexts of social 
exclusion and dislocation, economic deprivation, inequality, gender-based violence, and 
homophobia. Examples are drawn from a wide geographical base including Ghana, South 
Africa, Netherlands, Afghanistan, Angola, New Zealand and United States.  The other sections 
include recommendations and reflections on the ambit of the Acting Together project, as well 
as a practical resource for practitioners interested in deepening their approach to 
peacebuilding work. 
 
Eugene van Erven and Kate Gardner open the collection with a description of two fascinating 
projects. The first is a project based in The Hague dealing with concepts of fatherhood. Van 
Erven details the process of working with immigrant Muslim men and native Dutch men as 
they create a performance together about their role as fathers dealing with a range of issues 
including structural and physical violence.  Gardner’s chapter discusses BrooKenya! an 
ambitious performance process that combined soap opera with new technologies, and 
intercontinental script development between groups in Brooklyn (USA) and Kisumu (Kenya). 
While the project descriptions of the work are thorough and engaging, the second half of the 
chapter consists of an exchange between the two practitioners. This is less satisfying for a 
reader, as the discussion feels a little more stilted, an issue related to the stylistic format, 
rather than the content per se.  
 
Daniel Banks’ refreshing chapter explores the ways in which Hip Hop can act as a resource 
for youth marginalized youth in Ghana and South Africa. Hip Hop has been used extensively 
in community arts work, sometimes a little overworked, as with community murals decades 
before. However there is a stringent and immediate energy that connects the stories in this 
chapter. Banks describes the pathways for drawing on Hip Hops original roots, rather than 
the more explicit and narcissistic forms of mainstream Rap.  He combines this with a 
thoughtful counter history of the form, and explores practice through a number of workshops 
developed in different countries.  
 
Mary-Ann Hunter’s chapter discusses arts-based youth projects in Australia, and the way 
performance can be used as a way to self narrate and self represent young peoples 
perspectives on the world around them. It foregrounds work that meshes together different 
cultural forms including Hip Hop, skateboarding, video and martial arts. This is a detailed and 
meticulous chapter that provides a deep understanding of the practice, as well as 
comprehensive analyses.  It highlights that in developing peacebuilding processes, it can be 
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as important for young people to provoke and represent discord as it can to create hopeful 
and harmonious interconnections.  
 
One of the most valuable essays for me in the collection comes at the end. John O’Neil’s 
powerful essay weaves together autobiographical insights with an embedded history of 
addressing racism in the United States. O’Neil was one of the founders of the civil rights era 
Free Southern Theatre (FST) as well as Junebug Productions. The chapter emphasizes that 
the power of stories are analogical rather than logical, and he explores the development of 
story circles as a way to focus communication, that can either be used as a way to gather 
material for a performance or to explore issues carefully and with integrity. The simplicity of 
this approach is beguiling and moving. O’Neil delicately narrates the ways in which the 
process of collaboration with performers needs to also explore the many tentacles of racism 
within the performance group. O’Neil is a consummate storyteller and the chapter is full of 
images, metaphors and reflections that resound long after the chapter has been finished.  
 
The collection is completed with an excellent summary and genuinely useful discussion of 
how to employ a peacebuilding framework in on-going work, as well as a resource ‘tool kit’ 
of questions and practical ideas. This is more than an afterthought it is a carefully constructed 
resource that succeeds in pulling together conceptual ideas with practical plans for 
implementation.   
 
The two volumes document peacebuilding performance from a range of countries that use a 
range of diverse approaches. The anthology brims with energy and commitment of artists 
undertaking work in extreme situations. What particular stands out is the way in which the 
editors have curated the process, giving space and time to writers and artists to reflect on 
their practice and consider the ways in which their work is entangled with each other and the 
broader discourses of peacebuilding. There is nothing rushed about the anthology, the 
investment in time, thinking, discussion, forums and reflection have produced multiple 
dividends not just for the reader but clearly for the practitioners own understanding of their 
work. Acting Together is that rare collection, coherent, inspiring, questioning and full of 
practical resource for students, theatre makers and for anyone interested in daring to want 
to make a difference. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


